Catalyst Asia Issue 03 by Institute for Societal Leadership,
Singapore Management University
Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University
Catalyst Asia Institute for Societal Leadership
9-2016
Catalyst Asia Issue 03
Institute for Societal Leadership
Singapore Management University, isl@smu.edu.sg
Follow this and additional works at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/catalyst
Part of the Asian Studies Commons, Leadership Studies Commons, and the Social Policy
Commons
This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the Institute for Societal Leadership at Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management
University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Catalyst Asia by an authorized administrator of Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management
University. For more information, please email libIR@smu.edu.sg.
Recommended Citation
Institute for Societal Leadership, "Catalyst Asia Issue 03" (2016). Catalyst Asia. 3.
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/catalyst/3
The key message is to continue to strengthen 
civil society’s role on the border – they are 
crucial on both sides. If not, these people 
will be neglected and even more vulnerable.
... p. 09
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ABOUT US
Catalyst Asia is a publication by the Institute for Societal 
Leadership at the Singapore Management University. It is a 
selection of feature stories, interview articles and opinion pieces 
about how leadership is being exercised around societal 
challenges in Asia. We hope that Catalyst Asia will inform, 
inspire and catalyse new ideas for change.
The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reect the ofcial policy or 
position of the Institute for Societal Leadership. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced without written permission from 
the Institute for Societal Leadership at the Singapore 
Management University Administration Building located at 81 
Victoria Street Singapore 188065. 
EDITOR’S NOTE
At Catalyst Asia, we believe that real life is only captured at a 
particular moment in time. Everything you read here is accurate 
at the point in which it was recorded. We do not expect details 
to stay the same and we hope that they do not. On the cover, the 
ISL globe motif illuminates a featured picture but intentionally 
obscures certain parts to imply that the perspectives presented in 
Catalyst Asia are by no means a complete picture. We frame the 
story and offer a point of view. It is then up to you, the reader, to 
form your own understanding and imagine how the remaining 
pieces of the story could look like. 
Perhaps you could help complete the story, or create a new 
life-changing one. Either way, we hope the stories you read here 
will not leave you the same. Continue to stay with us on this journey 
at isl.smu.edu.sg/catalystasia – our online platform that is updated 
monthly with inspiring insights on individuals and organisations that 
continue to do their part for the betterment of society.
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STORIES FROM THE GROUND03
TEXT AND PHOTOS BY DENE-HERN CHEN
“It was the best of times. It was the worst of times.” If what Charles 
Dickens wrote was applicable in 1859, it is still relevant today.  We 
live in one of the most exciting times in history. Growth is 
unprecedented economically and technologically. People are getting 
more connected and the world seems to have become smaller. With it, 
we see societal issues getting more complex. Even as societies get 
more sophisticated and income ceilings are rising, we also see income 
gaps growing wider and people remaining stuck in poverty cycles. 
So while we celebrate the advancement of societies, we recognise the 
challenges we continue to face. The good that has come out of these 
polar opposites, however, is the rise of societal leaders who see these 
challenges and make it their mission, with the help of others, to meet 
the needs of their fellow men, women and children on the other end of 
the spectrum.
In our research at the Institute for Societal Leadership, we have found 
that these societal leaders share common traits. They are hugely humble. 
They work tirelessly not for fame or glory but because they cannot 
ignore the needs they see, and thus they passionately give their all. 
But because of these very traits, very few know about the wonderful 
work these societal leaders are doing. We feel that the world should 
hear more about such societal leaders in our midst who are doing 
what they can to make communities and societies better.
Catalyst Asia is about these leaders - their work, their passion, their 
views and their challenges in Southeast Asia. We envision Catalyst 
Asia to be a magazine and online content platform that informs, 
inspires and invigorates. We seek to:
• To inform the world of the many good works which are done by
 ordinary people with extraordinary vision and drive to help others
 rise above their circumstances.
• To inspire readers to do likewise, and to invigorate those who are
 already working hard in the proverbial trenches to know that they
 are not alone in doing good.
FOREWORD
They live in the provinces and come from poor 
families. If left on their own, their potential is 
likely to remain untapped and unrealised.  
But a private school just 30 minutes from 
Phnom Penh hopes to change the trajectory of 
these children’s lives by giving those who have 
been selected the opportunity to learn in ways 
that will help them shine.
“In a place like Cambodia – 
or pick any of the developing 
countries – a poor kid, 
especially born out in the 
provinces, doesn’t have a 
chance. There is no system in 
place to allow that child to 
distinguish himself or herself,” 
says Trevor Gile, the American 
businessman who founded the 
Liger Learning Centre.
DOING IT DIFFERENT
Unlike traditional schools, the centre emphasises 
a problem-solving and innovation-driven 
approach to education.  With a focus on 
science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics, Liger’s curriculum also touts 
“experiential learning,” pushing young minds 
to solve problems that crop up in their 
everyday lives. 
Gile’s approach to aid also differs from most 
organisations, which are typically forced to 
focus on short- term projects and rely on the 
ckle whims of external donors.  Funded by 
Gile’s own investment company of the same 
name, Liger has a time horizon of 20 years, 
and the goal is for these promising children 
to grow up to become the country’s leaders 
and entrepreneurs.
Sao Dalin was barely 12 when she had her rst 
taste of being an entrepreneur: “We tried to nd 
ideas by thinking about a problem. Like I usually 
forget where I put my money. So I printed a box 
where you can put money and organise it.”  It 
was a simple idea that helped Dalin print and 
sell 20 of her boxes at $3.50 each. 
Dalin’s 3D printing project was part of an 
entrepreneurship class at her school. “That 
was my rst time learning new technology, 
and it was really challenging because our 
teacher just let us learn ourselves how to 
design it in a programme.”
RECOGNISING BRILLIANCE
Sao Dalin is one of 50 children attending the 
Liger Learning Centre launched in 2012. It 
began with a search for the 50 brightest and 
most promising students from poor families in 
the provinces.  Once selected through a 
rigorous testing and vetting process, the 
students will be awarded full scholarships to 
Liger until they are 18.
But founder Trevor Gile notes that besides 
academic prowess, the centre looks for more 
intangible qualities in a child: “Being 
promising is not just about IQ. It’s about 
creativity, optimism, work ethic and charisma; 
the things that go into helping a person 
succeed in life – not just on paper, but in life.” 
STAYING ROOTED, REAPING RESULTS 
Four years into this and the children have 
already exceeded expectations. A team of 
Liger students reached the semi-nals of an 
international tech competition by designing an 
app that connected farmers to buyers 
throughout Cambodia. 
Another project included traveling around 
Cambodia to research on endangered animals, 
and illustrating them in a book to be published.
The focus on Cambodia-related topics is not 
accidental as the educators behind Liger are 
determined to inculcate a sense of national 
pride in students.
“We have to make them globally aware, but 
we have to keep them rooted in the local 
culture, so they will be more Cambodian than 
they ever would have been. They will know 
more about their country and the challenges 
and opportunities facing their country, and 
they will have more tools in their backpack to 
do something about that. We also involve the 
local community; we don’t want to be sitting 
here as an island in the middle of the 
community and have nothing to do with them,” 
explained Country Director Dominic Sharpe.
The centre’s students also carry out smaller 
local projects such as teaching English to 
children in the surrounding villages, and 
speaking to nearby households about 
recycling and reducing waste.
KEEPING IT REAL 
While these students are given resources and 
exposed to far more opportunities than most 
of their peers, Liger is mindful to keep their 
children grounded.
A way to retain their humility, for example, is 
to have their living quarters modeled after a 
typical Cambodian home, with a squat toilet 
and bucket showers. 
These efforts to keep the centre’s children in 
touch with their people and their home are 
paying off.  Thirteen-year-old Khoem Seyha 
who was rushing off to a robotics competition 
held in downtown Phnom Penh said he is 
eager to be a “change agent.”
“My country is a developing 
country and as a Cambodian, 
I need to make sure my country 
is good and becomes better in 
the future,” he said.  
Though he admitted in all honesty that he was 
unsure about what he wanted to do, having 
broadened his horizons through Liger. For 
now, Khoen Seyha is keeping his options 
open. After all, opportunities and options are 
certainly the prized currencies that the Liger 
Learning Centre has given to all those who 
have made it in through their doors. 
CAMBODIA
In this third issue, we continue to feature societal leaders who have 
made great strides in our societies. We have in Singapore, for 
example, HealthServe, that was set up by a medical doctor who 
believes that no foreign worker should ever be denied medical care, 
legal aid, and social support services. He has made these accessible 
to all migrant workers who might otherwise nd it hard to afford these 
on their own. 
We also feature a businessman who has taken it upon himself to set up 
a centre to groom the bright but impoverished children in Cambodia to 
give them a head start in becoming change makers in society. There is 
also the uplifting story of a life-saving facility in Malaysia for babies 
who would otherwise be abandoned or left to die by young mums or 
parents who are not ready to raise a child of their own.
We hope that as you read these stories, you will learn more about the 
good that is happening in Southeast Asia. We hope it will inspire you 
to consider doing more for these organisations, or for people who 
need help. If you are one of the many societal leaders in the trenches 
doing good, we hope these stories of fellow dreamers, movers and 
shakers will invigorate you, knowing that you are not alone.
If you like to know more about these organisations, please contact us 
and we’ll put you in touch with them. Or if you know of someone who 
should be featured, please let us know so we can help support and 
amplify the effort put in.
Our goal at the Institute for Societal Leadership is to help people do 
good better. We invite you to visit us at www.isl.smu.edu.sg to read 
more of these stories and watch our documentaries.
Enjoy this third issue. May you be inspired and invigorated.
Yours truly,
MARTIN TAN
Executive Director, Institute for Societal Leadership
They live in the provinces and come from poor 
families. If left on their own, their potential is 
likely to remain untapped and unrealised.  
But a private school just 30 minutes from 
Phnom Penh hopes to change the trajectory of 
these children’s lives by giving those who have 
been selected the opportunity to learn in ways 
that will help them shine.
A GIFT FROM THE FOREST 
The irony mocked Aek Matio Jae residents for years, given how active 
they are in protecting the forest that channels rainwater into the 
tributaries of the Aek Raisan River.
“We fight tooth and nail to protect a forest that we 
get no benefit from. Sometimes we feel like 
chopping down the trees and destroying the forest 
so everybody gets nothing,” the aggrieved 
villagers bitterly lament.
COMPLEMENTARY COLLABORATION DESPITE 
DIFFERENT NEEDS  
Hope arrived in 2012 when PETRA, a local NGO of North Sumatra 
submitted a grant application to Tropical Forest Conservation 
Action-Sumatera (TFCA) for a proposal to implement a 
community-based forest management project.  
The proposal to protect the forest included the installation of a 
micro-hydro power plant for the village’s own use. It was a huge 
incentive for the villagers to work with PETRA to protect the upper 
stream forest even though they had earlier thought about destroying the 
forest out of frustration.
The villagers spent the most part of 2013 designing and constructing 
the power plant with support from PETRA and TFCA-Sumatera. The 
tightknit community managed to pull together resources and complete 
construction of the IDR 500 million (US$ 40,000) micro-hydro power 
plant with a grant of IDR 225 million (US$18,000) by TFCA-Sumatera. 
The newly constructed power plant generated 10.600 kilowatt of 
electricity during a trial. A stable water ow rate from the upper stream 
forest will ensure a sustainable power supply for years. An ofcial 
structure has been formed to manage and administer the maintenance 
of the turbine.
For the rst time, villagers of Aek Matio Jae were able to usher in the 
New Year (2014) with a celebration of light. Every home, along with 
an assigned midwife house, a preacher house, a church and a school 
keeper house is now powered with 220 watt. They have electric bulbs 
and television on, and mobile phones can be recharged at IDR 200,000 
(US$ 2.0) per month for each house. 
EVERYONE WINS
The grateful villagers are now ercely protective of the forest that has 
made electricity self-sufciency possible for them. “One must step on 
our dead bodies if they want to harm this forest,” exclaimed the villagers 
candidly. They are fully aware that the sustainability of their power 
resource is dependent on the water ow rate, and the forest is crucial.
PETRA is now working to obtain a certicate of Community-Based 
Forest Management from the Minister of Forestry and Environment for 
the upper stream forested area. At the same time, the process of 
obtaining permit from the Ministry to manage 1,026 hectares of forest 
under the community-based forest management scheme is also underway.
The success story from the Aek Matio Jae Village has inspired 
neighbouring villages to pursue a brighter future with their own 
micro-hydro power plants.
TFCA (The Forest Conservation Action) is a multi-year forest conservation 
programme that is managed and administered by KEHATI Foundation. 
TFCA-Sumatera is funded from the debt for nature swap by the US 
Government through USAid. This article is adapted from a 2014 project 
report to the US Congress. KEHATI is an Indonesian national grant 
making foundation for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity 
in Indonesia. The foundation was established in Indonesia on 12 
January, 1994 under an MOU between the Government of USA and 
the Government of Indonesia to conserve and promote sustainable use 
of biodiversity in Indonesia. More about KEHATI at www.kehati.or.id
For three generations, the villagers at Aek Matio Jae, a small village in 
North Sumatra have not had easy access to electricity, even though a 
forest near them channels much needed water to keep a micro-hydro 
system running. 
Located just three kilometers away from the village, the micro-hydro 
system provides electricity to Sibolga, a port city located about 60 
kilometres away from Aek Matio Jae.
INSUFFICIENT & UNSUSTAINABLE ELECTRICAL SUPPLY
The village, which is home to 29 households, however has struggled 
with the lack of accessibility to electricity for decades. The scarcity is 
felt most strongly when night falls as electricity is supplied for only 
three hours via private and group-owned generators. It was a taxing 
arrangement for the low-income community at the fringe of the Batang 
Toru forest block as they had to provide fuel for the generators. In 
some households, government-funded solar panels provided just 
enough power to light a single electric light bulb. 
Their everyday frustration with the lack of electricity is made worse by 
the irony of their predicament. The micro-hydro system, installed and 
used by a state-owned electricity company (PT PLN), draws its power 
from the currents of the Aek Raisan River near their village, yet the 
people get nothing from it.
REPEATEDLY DENIED ACCESS 
Residents of the remote village have put forth multiple appeals to PT 
PLN and the local government for the village to be connected to this 
electricity supply. Their appeals however were rejected time and again 
as the exercise was deemed to be too expensive for the relatively small 
number of households in the village. 
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TEXT BY NETY RIANA, SINARYATIE SALOH AND SERENE ASHLEY CHEN
PHOTOS BY KEHATI FOUNDATION
“In a place like Cambodia – 
or pick any of the developing 
countries – a poor kid, 
especially born out in the 
provinces, doesn’t have a 
chance. There is no system in 
place to allow that child to 
distinguish himself or herself,” 
says Trevor Gile, the American 
businessman who founded the 
Liger Learning Centre.
DOING IT DIFFERENT
Unlike traditional schools, the centre emphasises 
a problem-solving and innovation-driven 
approach to education.  With a focus on 
science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics, Liger’s curriculum also touts 
“experiential learning,” pushing young minds 
to solve problems that crop up in their 
everyday lives. 
Gile’s approach to aid also differs from most 
organisations, which are typically forced to 
focus on short- term projects and rely on the 
ckle whims of external donors.  Funded by 
Gile’s own investment company of the same 
name, Liger has a time horizon of 20 years, 
and the goal is for these promising children 
to grow up to become the country’s leaders 
and entrepreneurs.
Sao Dalin was barely 12 when she had her rst 
taste of being an entrepreneur: “We tried to nd 
ideas by thinking about a problem. Like I usually 
forget where I put my money. So I printed a box 
where you can put money and organise it.”  It 
was a simple idea that helped Dalin print and 
sell 20 of her boxes at $3.50 each. 
Dalin’s 3D printing project was part of an 
entrepreneurship class at her school. “That 
was my rst time learning new technology, 
and it was really challenging because our 
teacher just let us learn ourselves how to 
design it in a programme.”
RECOGNISING BRILLIANCE
Sao Dalin is one of 50 children attending the 
Liger Learning Centre launched in 2012. It 
began with a search for the 50 brightest and 
most promising students from poor families in 
the provinces.  Once selected through a 
rigorous testing and vetting process, the 
students will be awarded full scholarships to 
Liger until they are 18.
But founder Trevor Gile notes that besides 
academic prowess, the centre looks for more 
intangible qualities in a child: “Being 
promising is not just about IQ. It’s about 
creativity, optimism, work ethic and charisma; 
the things that go into helping a person 
succeed in life – not just on paper, but in life.” 
STAYING ROOTED, REAPING RESULTS 
Four years into this and the children have 
already exceeded expectations. A team of 
Liger students reached the semi-nals of an 
international tech competition by designing an 
app that connected farmers to buyers 
throughout Cambodia. 
Another project included traveling around 
Cambodia to research on endangered animals, 
and illustrating them in a book to be published.
The focus on Cambodia-related topics is not 
accidental as the educators behind Liger are 
determined to inculcate a sense of national 
pride in students.
“We have to make them globally aware, but 
we have to keep them rooted in the local 
culture, so they will be more Cambodian than 
they ever would have been. They will know 
more about their country and the challenges 
and opportunities facing their country, and 
they will have more tools in their backpack to 
do something about that. We also involve the 
local community; we don’t want to be sitting 
here as an island in the middle of the 
community and have nothing to do with them,” 
explained Country Director Dominic Sharpe.
The centre’s students also carry out smaller 
local projects such as teaching English to 
children in the surrounding villages, and 
speaking to nearby households about 
recycling and reducing waste.
KEEPING IT REAL 
While these students are given resources and 
exposed to far more opportunities than most 
of their peers, Liger is mindful to keep their 
children grounded.
A way to retain their humility, for example, is 
to have their living quarters modeled after a 
typical Cambodian home, with a squat toilet 
and bucket showers. 
These efforts to keep the centre’s children in 
touch with their people and their home are 
paying off.  Thirteen-year-old Khoem Seyha 
who was rushing off to a robotics competition 
held in downtown Phnom Penh said he is 
eager to be a “change agent.”
“My country is a developing 
country and as a Cambodian, 
I need to make sure my country 
is good and becomes better in 
the future,” he said.  
Though he admitted in all honesty that he was 
unsure about what he wanted to do, having 
broadened his horizons through Liger. For 
now, Khoen Seyha is keeping his options 
open. After all, opportunities and options are 
certainly the prized currencies that the Liger 
Learning Centre has given to all those who 
have made it in through their doors. 
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AC
              10 years ago, two friends 
had a casual chat over coffee and 
kaya toast. They reflected on life 
and talked about the issues facing 
Singapore. That was in 2006. Mr 
Tan Shin Yong and Dr Goh 
Wei-Leong had both observed the 
influx of migrant workers in 
Singapore, and it got them thinking.
They realised that the rise in the number of 
migrant workers presented a host of issues that 
did not fall neatly into anyone’s area of 
responsibility. These issues ranged from unsafe 
work environments that could lead to work 
injuries that often go untreated, unfair 
employment conditions, to the lack of access to 
legal and medical services, and larger 
community integration issues on a societal level.
NO ORDINARY CLINIC
The irony mocked Aek Matio Jae residents for years, given how active 
they are in protecting the forest that channels rainwater into the 
tributaries of the Aek Raisan River.
“We fight tooth and nail to protect a forest that we 
get no benefit from. Sometimes we feel like 
chopping down the trees and destroying the forest 
so everybody gets nothing,” the aggrieved 
villagers bitterly lament.
COMPLEMENTARY COLLABORATION DESPITE 
DIFFERENT NEEDS  
Hope arrived in 2012 when PETRA, a local NGO of North Sumatra 
submitted a grant application to Tropical Forest Conservation 
Action-Sumatera (TFCA) for a proposal to implement a 
community-based forest management project.  
The proposal to protect the forest included the installation of a 
micro-hydro power plant for the village’s own use. It was a huge 
incentive for the villagers to work with PETRA to protect the upper 
stream forest even though they had earlier thought about destroying the 
forest out of frustration.
The villagers spent the most part of 2013 designing and constructing 
the power plant with support from PETRA and TFCA-Sumatera. The 
tightknit community managed to pull together resources and complete 
construction of the IDR 500 million (US$ 40,000) micro-hydro power 
plant with a grant of IDR 225 million (US$18,000) by TFCA-Sumatera. 
The newly constructed power plant generated 10.600 kilowatt of 
electricity during a trial. A stable water ow rate from the upper stream 
forest will ensure a sustainable power supply for years. An ofcial 
structure has been formed to manage and administer the maintenance 
of the turbine.
For the rst time, villagers of Aek Matio Jae were able to usher in the 
New Year (2014) with a celebration of light. Every home, along with 
an assigned midwife house, a preacher house, a church and a school 
keeper house is now powered with 220 watt. They have electric bulbs 
and television on, and mobile phones can be recharged at IDR 200,000 
(US$ 2.0) per month for each house. 
EVERYONE WINS
The grateful villagers are now ercely protective of the forest that has 
made electricity self-sufciency possible for them. “One must step on 
our dead bodies if they want to harm this forest,” exclaimed the villagers 
candidly. They are fully aware that the sustainability of their power 
resource is dependent on the water ow rate, and the forest is crucial.
PETRA is now working to obtain a certicate of Community-Based 
Forest Management from the Minister of Forestry and Environment for 
the upper stream forested area. At the same time, the process of 
obtaining permit from the Ministry to manage 1,026 hectares of forest 
under the community-based forest management scheme is also underway.
The success story from the Aek Matio Jae Village has inspired 
neighbouring villages to pursue a brighter future with their own 
micro-hydro power plants.
TFCA (The Forest Conservation Action) is a multi-year forest conservation 
programme that is managed and administered by KEHATI Foundation. 
TFCA-Sumatera is funded from the debt for nature swap by the US 
Government through USAid. This article is adapted from a 2014 project 
report to the US Congress. KEHATI is an Indonesian national grant 
making foundation for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity 
in Indonesia. The foundation was established in Indonesia on 12 
January, 1994 under an MOU between the Government of USA and 
the Government of Indonesia to conserve and promote sustainable use 
of biodiversity in Indonesia. More about KEHATI at www.kehati.or.id
For three generations, the villagers at Aek Matio Jae, a small village in 
North Sumatra have not had easy access to electricity, even though a 
forest near them channels much needed water to keep a micro-hydro 
system running. 
Located just three kilometers away from the village, the micro-hydro 
system provides electricity to Sibolga, a port city located about 60 
kilometres away from Aek Matio Jae.
INSUFFICIENT & UNSUSTAINABLE ELECTRICAL SUPPLY
The village, which is home to 29 households, however has struggled 
with the lack of accessibility to electricity for decades. The scarcity is 
felt most strongly when night falls as electricity is supplied for only 
three hours via private and group-owned generators. It was a taxing 
arrangement for the low-income community at the fringe of the Batang 
Toru forest block as they had to provide fuel for the generators. In 
some households, government-funded solar panels provided just 
enough power to light a single electric light bulb. 
Their everyday frustration with the lack of electricity is made worse by 
the irony of their predicament. The micro-hydro system, installed and 
used by a state-owned electricity company (PT PLN), draws its power 
from the currents of the Aek Raisan River near their village, yet the 
people get nothing from it.
REPEATEDLY DENIED ACCESS 
Residents of the remote village have put forth multiple appeals to PT 
PLN and the local government for the village to be connected to this 
electricity supply. Their appeals however were rejected time and again 
as the exercise was deemed to be too expensive for the relatively small 
number of households in the village. 
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TEXT BY SERENE ASHLEY CHEN   |   PHOTO BY HEALTHSERVE
START WHERE YOU ARE, WITH 
WHAT YOU HAVE
As a medical professional, Dr Goh, together 
with some others whom he rounded up to do 
something about the plight of the migrant 
workers, felt that the most intuitive and 
meaningful way to extend support to them is to 
set up a clinic that provides medical services at 
a nominal fee.  As for location, they simply had 
to choose an area that was easily accessible. 
This idea led to the inception of HealthServe 
and the opening of the NGO’s very rst clinic in 
Geylang in 2007.
“As global citizens, we have a duty to serve 
humanity. We desire to be the voice of the 
voiceless and to also learn to quiet down so as 
to hear from those who need to be heard. To 
me, Geylang is a crucible where world issues of 
poverty, injustice, poor health, labour trafcking 
and the effects of modern society and capitalism 
are experienced in real life,” reected Dr Goh.
With a lean management team working in an 
old classroom that is tted out with donated 
furniture and xtures, HealthServe works with a 
group of 200 active volunteers including 
doctors, nurses, physiotherapists and lawyers to 
provide medical care, counseling, legal advice, 
and social support services to as many migrant 
workers as they can accommodate. 
DO WHAT YOU CAN, NEVER MIND 
THE NUMBERS
Based on gures released by the Ministry of 
Manpower, there are approximately 1.6 million 
foreigners in Singapore. Among them are about 
736,000 low-wage workers and 208,000 
domestic workers. 
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But there are only four dedicated NGOs in 
Singapore serving the needs and issues of this 
huge group of migrant workers. 
On an annual basis, HealthServe treats about 
3,500 acute cases (migrant workers with common 
cold and cough) and 350 chronic cases (migrant 
workers with long-term injury and who may be 
seeking legal recourse from employers). 
While recent government support and legislative 
changes are improving the lot of the migrant 
worker, the sheer number of those who fall through 
the cracks is signicant given the large numbers. 
PRESS ON - 
FOCUS NOT ON THE NUMBERS
Ofcial statistics reect a situation that seems 
almost insurmountable for the few dedicated 
NGOs like HealthServe to reach out to and 
serve. Yet, overwhelmed is not a word you 
would use to describe Dr Goh. 
In fact, the large number of migrant workers 
who still need help only serves to signify to 
HealthServe the need for it to grow. 
Leading his team to keep up its work on the 
ground, there is a clear sense that Dr Goh is 
able to keep the tension in check, and keep 
stress at bay. He sees life in a seamless and 
integrated fashion that is open and organic, and 
this philosophy translates to the way 
HealthServe is run.
PEOPLE-TO-PEOPLE RELATIONS 
Its organisational philosophy is to inspire kind 
exchanges and interactions between givers and 
recipients as basic human needs are met with 
caring attention. The aims are for individuals 
who serve to experience personal growth and 
fullment, while creating opportunities for 
reciprocity and interaction between the poor 
and non-poor. 
At HealthServe, there is also a deep sense of 
respect for the different cultures of the migrant 
workers as well as that of the local community. 
Its vision is to have a society where every 
migrant worker lives a life of dignity.
“Singaporeans are obsessed with 
economics. Even social work is 
sometimes spoken in the language 
of the economy. My dream is that 
we will be able to adopt a more 
relational framework of life and 
language. In so doing, we begin to 
see that life is a rich matrix and not 
so simplistic, convenient or linear,” 
Dr Goh continued.
One leaves the clinic with a feeling that perhaps 
at the end of the day, we are all connected to 
one another by something deeper. And in this 
space, conventional boundaries and separators 
that are upheld by society soften to something 
that is more transcendent in nature. 
SINGAPORE
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              10 years ago, two friends 
had a casual chat over coffee and 
kaya toast. They reflected on life 
and talked about the issues facing 
Singapore. That was in 2006. Mr 
Tan Shin Yong and Dr Goh 
Wei-Leong had both observed the 
influx of migrant workers in 
Singapore, and it got them thinking.
They realised that the rise in the number of 
migrant workers presented a host of issues that 
did not fall neatly into anyone’s area of 
responsibility. These issues ranged from unsafe 
work environments that could lead to work 
injuries that often go untreated, unfair 
employment conditions, to the lack of access to 
legal and medical services, and larger 
community integration issues on a societal level.
HELPING THE MOST 
VULNERABLE IN A 
THAI BORDER TOWN
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START WHERE YOU ARE, WITH 
WHAT YOU HAVE
As a medical professional, Dr Goh, together 
with some others whom he rounded up to do 
something about the plight of the migrant 
workers, felt that the most intuitive and 
meaningful way to extend support to them is to 
set up a clinic that provides medical services at 
a nominal fee.  As for location, they simply had 
to choose an area that was easily accessible. 
This idea led to the inception of HealthServe 
and the opening of the NGO’s very rst clinic in 
Geylang in 2007.
“As global citizens, we have a duty to serve 
humanity. We desire to be the voice of the 
voiceless and to also learn to quiet down so as 
to hear from those who need to be heard. To 
me, Geylang is a crucible where world issues of 
poverty, injustice, poor health, labour trafcking 
and the effects of modern society and capitalism 
are experienced in real life,” reected Dr Goh.
With a lean management team working in an 
old classroom that is tted out with donated 
furniture and xtures, HealthServe works with a 
group of 200 active volunteers including 
doctors, nurses, physiotherapists and lawyers to 
provide medical care, counseling, legal advice, 
and social support services to as many migrant 
workers as they can accommodate. 
DO WHAT YOU CAN, NEVER MIND 
THE NUMBERS
Based on gures released by the Ministry of 
Manpower, there are approximately 1.6 million 
foreigners in Singapore. Among them are about 
736,000 low-wage workers and 208,000 
domestic workers. 
But there are only four dedicated NGOs in 
Singapore serving the needs and issues of this 
huge group of migrant workers. 
On an annual basis, HealthServe treats about 
3,500 acute cases (migrant workers with common 
cold and cough) and 350 chronic cases (migrant 
workers with long-term injury and who may be 
seeking legal recourse from employers). 
While recent government support and legislative 
changes are improving the lot of the migrant 
worker, the sheer number of those who fall through 
the cracks is signicant given the large numbers. 
PRESS ON - 
FOCUS NOT ON THE NUMBERS
Ofcial statistics reect a situation that seems 
almost insurmountable for the few dedicated 
NGOs like HealthServe to reach out to and 
serve. Yet, overwhelmed is not a word you 
would use to describe Dr Goh. 
In fact, the large number of migrant workers 
who still need help only serves to signify to 
HealthServe the need for it to grow. 
Leading his team to keep up its work on the 
ground, there is a clear sense that Dr Goh is 
able to keep the tension in check, and keep 
stress at bay. He sees life in a seamless and 
integrated fashion that is open and organic, and 
this philosophy translates to the way 
HealthServe is run.
PEOPLE-TO-PEOPLE RELATIONS 
Its organisational philosophy is to inspire kind 
exchanges and interactions between givers and 
recipients as basic human needs are met with 
caring attention. The aims are for individuals 
who serve to experience personal growth and 
fullment, while creating opportunities for 
reciprocity and interaction between the poor 
and non-poor. 
At HealthServe, there is also a deep sense of 
respect for the different cultures of the migrant 
workers as well as that of the local community. 
Its vision is to have a society where every 
migrant worker lives a life of dignity.
“Singaporeans are obsessed with 
economics. Even social work is 
sometimes spoken in the language 
of the economy. My dream is that 
we will be able to adopt a more 
relational framework of life and 
language. In so doing, we begin to 
see that life is a rich matrix and not 
so simplistic, convenient or linear,” 
Dr Goh continued.
One leaves the clinic with a feeling that perhaps 
at the end of the day, we are all connected to 
one another by something deeper. And in this 
space, conventional boundaries and separators 
that are upheld by society soften to something 
that is more transcendent in nature. 
NO ORDINARY CLINIC08
Ask anyone in the Thai border town of Mae Sot for directions to Mae 
Tao Clinic, and they would instruct you to go towards the bus station 
on the highway. From there, look out for a crowd of Burmese people. 
Tucked away at the side of the road, you will nd a modest-sized clinic. 
Started by Dr. Cynthia Maung in 1989, the clinic attends to roughly 
400 patients daily. It may not look like much but this clinic serves as a 
helpline for hundreds of thousands of migrant workers and refugees 
ooding in from Burma – now called Myanmar because of its new 
nominally civilian government.
MEDICAL CARE FOR MEN, WOMEN & CHILDREN
In one corner of the compound, about 20 people stand in front of an 
eye chart with one eye covered, reciting letters out loud. Not far from 
them, dozens of young parents cradle their toddlers as they wait to see 
the pediatrician. 
Further inside, there is an inrmary for long-term patients, as well as a 
workshop where young trainees learn how to shape prosthetic limbs 
outtted for landmine victims.
Dr. Maung arrived in Mae Sot after taking part in the 1988 student 
protests against the Burmese government. Burma then was in disarray. 
Due to violent clashes between the army and the armed ethnic groups, 
ranging from ethnic Karen, Mon, Chin, Kachin and Burman, civilians 
left their homes in droves, trekking through a malaria-ridden jungle 
before arriving at Thailand’s refugee camps.
The urgent need for emergency medical treatment was Dr. Maung’s 
impetus to set up the Mae Tao clinic, with the help of displaced ethnic 
Karen community, “We just set it up without thinking how many cases 
we had to treat, because we thought we would be here only three to 
six months, and then the elections would happen and Burma would 
change,” she said, speaking to Catalyst Asia at the clinic’s library. 
But after the 1990 elections, even more people starting eeing to the 
border. The supposed half-year stint is now a 27-year-old endeavour, 
with no signs of letting up.
MEETING CHANGING NEEDS 
Dr Muang said the most pertinent health issues facing the refugee 
community in the beginning was malaria. While entirely treatable, 
malaria can be fatal without the right diagnostic tools or access to clean 
water and medication. “Within one year, in this whole border area, we 
saw almost 100 people die because of malaria,” said Dr Muang.
Today, the community that seeks help from Mae Tao clinic has shifted 
slightly. Due to Thailand’s economic developments in the 90s, people 
started entering from Burma to seek work as migrant labourers.
When migrant workers started bringing their families to the clinic, Mae 
Tao’s staff realised that it had to make maternal childcare a focus. 
Unplanned pregnancies also increased along with the burgeoning 
young, uneducated population. The growing number of migrant 
workers injured while working at the nearby garment factories and 
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those involved in road accidents also form a bulk of patients that come 
through the clinic doors. 
SURVIVING ON THE EDGE
Since the clinic provides healthcare to the community for a negligible 
compensation, it sustains itself on aid from international donors and 
NGOs. Dr. Maung said that since 2012, donors for various community 
organisations working on the border have started to shift their funds in 
to Myanmar through the civilian government because of its promises of 
democratic reform.  But little of this money funnels back to the migrant 
and refugee community along the border.  
The clinic has not yet been directly affected, but Dr. Maung is worried 
about the donors’ waning interest on border issues, especially since 
there are still people coming out of Myanmar (formerly Burma) to seek 
better lives. Right now, the Thai border town is still teeming with migrant 
workers from Myanmar hoping to nd work out of their homeland.
Dr Maung explains, “As long as the disparity 
between Thailand and Burma exists – the disparity in 
health, education, economy – people will try and find 
opportunity.  The key message is to continue to 
strengthen civil society’s role on the border – they are 
crucial on both sides. If not, these people will be 
neglected and even more vulnerable.”
Clearly, Dr Maung remains committed to helping the migrants living in 
the border town, for she sees their needs, and cares that they are 
not forgotten.
Watch Catalyst Asia's documentary 
on HealthServe – "One Street Away"
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FIGHTING TO CHANGE 
THE FATE OF STREET 
CHILDREN IN VIETNAM
VIETNAMSTORIES FROM THE GROUND11
TEXT BY HIEU TRAN   |   PHOTO BY MARK CHEW
Ask any expat living in Hanoi and they would probably say Sword 
Lake, near the Old Quarters, is their favourite place in the city. It is a 
beautiful little gem where nature and culture meet. But an ugly truth 
lurks behind the beauty of that iconic and glorious venue.
For Michael Brosowski, the Australian co-founder of Blue Dragon 
Children’s Foundation, the place is a site of horrendous abuses that 
happen to street children every night. 
“For the last three years, we have been witnessing 
young boys being preyed upon and harassed by 
male paedophiles, and we are trying our best to do 
something about it,” the compassionate man shares.
Children who live on the streets are usually those who have been 
abandoned or chased away by abusive parents, neglected, or from 
families that are too poor to send them to school or even provide for 
their daily needs. Forced to fend for themselves early in life, these 
children take to the streets. But there are some who come from 
perfectly normal families. A child who was found wandering the streets 
by Blue Dragon for example said he had left home because he was 
afraid that his parents would punish him for being scolded in school. 
The consequences would be dire if this kid had fallen in the hands of 
adult predators who prowl the streets in Hanoi. 
CLEAN UP GONE AWRY
Street children used to be seen everywhere, shining shoes or selling 
lottery tickets, and child labourers were working in diners and cafes. 
But as Hanoi welcomes more tourists, the sight of street children in 
central areas such as the Sword Lake is deemed to be distasteful, and 
so the children have become more “invisible”- trying to survive on the 
streets without getting caught.
They might be found sleeping on trees, under bridges, or living with other 
street kids in poor and unsanitary conditions. They may spend their days 
in internet cafes, where owners illegally sell them drugs to make them 
come back for more. Others end up in the hands of human trafckers. 
DEALING WITH REALITIES ON THE GROUND
Exisiting laws on sexual harassment of children do not protect boys. A 
person cannot be charged for an alleged sexual offence against a minor 
if the victim is a boy. This limits what enforcement agencies can do to 
tackle the problem. For now, the only way these young boys can be 
saved is if a Blue Dragon staff gets to them before the paedophiles do.
Accounts by rescued boys also reveal the malicious and elusive nature 
of perpetrators.  There is the case of a man who would disguise himself 
as a monk and search the streets of the northern provinces for boys 
who are looking to be fed and taken care of. His victims become sex 
slaves and would be forced to recruit other boys. “He is an evil, evil 
man,” said Michael in disgust, angered by the thought of physical and 
psychological harm being brought upon innocent children.
Human trafcking is also a real issue faced by street kids. Girls and 
women would be trafcked into China and sold as brides or 
prostitutes. Boys are likely to be trafcked into garment factories 
around Ho Chi Minh City or to vegetable farms in central provinces 
and forced to work for no pay.
NOT ALL CAN BE HELPED 
With the help of Vietnamese and Chinese authorities, Blue Dragon has 
been able to rescue some of the girls and women trafcked into China. 
But these were the lucky ones who had access to a phone. 
Hanoi’s established vocational training schools for youth at risk, such 
as Hoa Sua School and KOTO Foundation, only admit students aged 
18 years and above. Blue Dragon is the only known organisation in 
Hanoi dedicated to rescuing and helping street children reunite with 
families and go back to school.
In spite of the risks that come with living on the streets and despite the 
best efforts of Blue Dragon, some street children still choose not to be 
rescued. This happens when they have been living in the streets for too 
long and have become entrenched in the lifestyle of drug addiction or 
child prostitution.
“Every child who has agreed to be helped by us is amazing,” the 
co-founder of Blue Dragon says.  Blue Dragon is trying to address the 
issue through street intervention which covers child rescue, customised 
psychological and legal support, and education, as well as advocacy 
work which involves raising awareness and working with ofcials to 
enhance the legal framework.
With a shelter capacity of 20, a drop-in centre in Hanoi as well as an 
additional operating centre in Hue, Blue Dragon currently provides 
assistance for 1500 Vietnamese children across the country. Besides 
street kids, more than 400 victims of human trafcking have been 
rescued through the cooperation between Blue Dragon and the police.
To read more about Blue Dragon Children’s Foundation, please visit 
bluedragon.org or Michael’s blog at vietnamstreets.blogspot.com.
Ask anyone in the Thai border town of Mae Sot for directions to Mae 
Tao Clinic, and they would instruct you to go towards the bus station 
on the highway. From there, look out for a crowd of Burmese people. 
Tucked away at the side of the road, you will nd a modest-sized clinic. 
Started by Dr. Cynthia Maung in 1989, the clinic attends to roughly 
400 patients daily. It may not look like much but this clinic serves as a 
helpline for hundreds of thousands of migrant workers and refugees 
ooding in from Burma – now called Myanmar because of its new 
nominally civilian government.
MEDICAL CARE FOR MEN, WOMEN & CHILDREN
In one corner of the compound, about 20 people stand in front of an 
eye chart with one eye covered, reciting letters out loud. Not far from 
them, dozens of young parents cradle their toddlers as they wait to see 
the pediatrician. 
Further inside, there is an inrmary for long-term patients, as well as a 
workshop where young trainees learn how to shape prosthetic limbs 
outtted for landmine victims.
Dr. Maung arrived in Mae Sot after taking part in the 1988 student 
protests against the Burmese government. Burma then was in disarray. 
Due to violent clashes between the army and the armed ethnic groups, 
ranging from ethnic Karen, Mon, Chin, Kachin and Burman, civilians 
left their homes in droves, trekking through a malaria-ridden jungle 
before arriving at Thailand’s refugee camps.
The urgent need for emergency medical treatment was Dr. Maung’s 
impetus to set up the Mae Tao clinic, with the help of displaced ethnic 
Karen community, “We just set it up without thinking how many cases 
we had to treat, because we thought we would be here only three to 
six months, and then the elections would happen and Burma would 
change,” she said, speaking to Catalyst Asia at the clinic’s library. 
But after the 1990 elections, even more people starting eeing to the 
border. The supposed half-year stint is now a 27-year-old endeavour, 
with no signs of letting up.
MEETING CHANGING NEEDS 
Dr Muang said the most pertinent health issues facing the refugee 
community in the beginning was malaria. While entirely treatable, 
malaria can be fatal without the right diagnostic tools or access to clean 
water and medication. “Within one year, in this whole border area, we 
saw almost 100 people die because of malaria,” said Dr Muang.
Today, the community that seeks help from Mae Tao clinic has shifted 
slightly. Due to Thailand’s economic developments in the 90s, people 
started entering from Burma to seek work as migrant labourers.
When migrant workers started bringing their families to the clinic, Mae 
Tao’s staff realised that it had to make maternal childcare a focus. 
Unplanned pregnancies also increased along with the burgeoning 
young, uneducated population. The growing number of migrant 
workers injured while working at the nearby garment factories and 
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those involved in road accidents also form a bulk of patients that come 
through the clinic doors. 
SURVIVING ON THE EDGE
Since the clinic provides healthcare to the community for a negligible 
compensation, it sustains itself on aid from international donors and 
NGOs. Dr. Maung said that since 2012, donors for various community 
organisations working on the border have started to shift their funds in 
to Myanmar through the civilian government because of its promises of 
democratic reform.  But little of this money funnels back to the migrant 
and refugee community along the border.  
The clinic has not yet been directly affected, but Dr. Maung is worried 
about the donors’ waning interest on border issues, especially since 
there are still people coming out of Myanmar (formerly Burma) to seek 
better lives. Right now, the Thai border town is still teeming with migrant 
workers from Myanmar hoping to nd work out of their homeland.
Dr Maung explains, “As long as the disparity 
between Thailand and Burma exists – the disparity in 
health, education, economy – people will try and find 
opportunity.  The key message is to continue to 
strengthen civil society’s role on the border – they are 
crucial on both sides. If not, these people will be 
neglected and even more vulnerable.”
Clearly, Dr Maung remains committed to helping the migrants living in 
the border town, for she sees their needs, and cares that they are 
not forgotten. AC
Ask any expat living in Hanoi and they would probably say Sword 
Lake, near the Old Quarters, is their favourite place in the city. It is a 
beautiful little gem where nature and culture meet. But an ugly truth 
lurks behind the beauty of that iconic and glorious venue.
For Michael Brosowski, the Australian co-founder of Blue Dragon 
Children’s Foundation, the place is a site of horrendous abuses that 
happen to street children every night. 
“For the last three years, we have been witnessing 
young boys being preyed upon and harassed by 
male paedophiles, and we are trying our best to do 
something about it,” the compassionate man shares.
Children who live on the streets are usually those who have been 
abandoned or chased away by abusive parents, neglected, or from 
families that are too poor to send them to school or even provide for 
their daily needs. Forced to fend for themselves early in life, these 
children take to the streets. But there are some who come from 
perfectly normal families. A child who was found wandering the streets 
by Blue Dragon for example said he had left home because he was 
afraid that his parents would punish him for being scolded in school. 
The consequences would be dire if this kid had fallen in the hands of 
adult predators who prowl the streets in Hanoi. 
CLEAN UP GONE AWRY
Street children used to be seen everywhere, shining shoes or selling 
lottery tickets, and child labourers were working in diners and cafes. 
But as Hanoi welcomes more tourists, the sight of street children in 
central areas such as the Sword Lake is deemed to be distasteful, and 
so the children have become more “invisible”- trying to survive on the 
streets without getting caught.
They might be found sleeping on trees, under bridges, or living with other 
street kids in poor and unsanitary conditions. They may spend their days 
in internet cafes, where owners illegally sell them drugs to make them 
come back for more. Others end up in the hands of human trafckers. 
DEALING WITH REALITIES ON THE GROUND
Exisiting laws on sexual harassment of children do not protect boys. A 
person cannot be charged for an alleged sexual offence against a minor 
if the victim is a boy. This limits what enforcement agencies can do to 
tackle the problem. For now, the only way these young boys can be 
saved is if a Blue Dragon staff gets to them before the paedophiles do.
Accounts by rescued boys also reveal the malicious and elusive nature 
of perpetrators.  There is the case of a man who would disguise himself 
as a monk and search the streets of the northern provinces for boys 
who are looking to be fed and taken care of. His victims become sex 
slaves and would be forced to recruit other boys. “He is an evil, evil 
man,” said Michael in disgust, angered by the thought of physical and 
psychological harm being brought upon innocent children.
Human trafcking is also a real issue faced by street kids. Girls and 
women would be trafcked into China and sold as brides or 
prostitutes. Boys are likely to be trafcked into garment factories 
around Ho Chi Minh City or to vegetable farms in central provinces 
and forced to work for no pay.
NOT ALL CAN BE HELPED 
With the help of Vietnamese and Chinese authorities, Blue Dragon has 
been able to rescue some of the girls and women trafcked into China. 
But these were the lucky ones who had access to a phone. 
Hanoi’s established vocational training schools for youth at risk, such 
as Hoa Sua School and KOTO Foundation, only admit students aged 
18 years and above. Blue Dragon is the only known organisation in 
Hanoi dedicated to rescuing and helping street children reunite with 
families and go back to school.
In spite of the risks that come with living on the streets and despite the 
best efforts of Blue Dragon, some street children still choose not to be 
rescued. This happens when they have been living in the streets for too 
long and have become entrenched in the lifestyle of drug addiction or 
child prostitution.
“Every child who has agreed to be helped by us is amazing,” the 
co-founder of Blue Dragon says.  Blue Dragon is trying to address the 
issue through street intervention which covers child rescue, customised 
psychological and legal support, and education, as well as advocacy 
work which involves raising awareness and working with ofcials to 
enhance the legal framework.
With a shelter capacity of 20, a drop-in centre in Hanoi as well as an 
additional operating centre in Hue, Blue Dragon currently provides 
assistance for 1500 Vietnamese children across the country. Besides 
street kids, more than 400 victims of human trafcking have been 
rescued through the cooperation between Blue Dragon and the police.
To read more about Blue Dragon Children’s Foundation, please visit 
bluedragon.org or Michael’s blog at vietnamstreets.blogspot.com.
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For the past 12 years, the Deep South of 
Thailand (Yala, Pattani, and Narathiwas) has 
been confronted with persistent conict as 
religious separatist insurgency groups demand 
to be separated from the Thai state. The ght for 
independence has been relentless.  According 
to the Deep South Watch, an independent 
organisation based at Prince of Songkhla 
University’s Pattani campus, there have been 
14,741 violent incidents as at April 2015.
COUNTING UP THE LOSS
These clashes have left approximately 3,000 
widows and 6,000 dependents struggling to 
pick up the pieces on their own, with 6,321 
reported deaths and 11,408 injuries.  As 
families lose their main income earners, large 
numbers of individuals, young and old, are 
faced with a real and complex emergency 
situation that keeps getting more challenging.
With conicts showing no signs of letting up, it 
is worrying that the voices and suffering of 
these vulnerable women groups will be 
forgotten and neglected by the tightening 
security controls of the military government.
But for some groups of women in the Deep 
South, they have suffered enough and no 
longer want to remain victims. Choosing to not 
wait around for others to rescue them, these 
women are ercely ghting to survive. They 
are determined to overcome their personal 
tragedies and provide for their remaining 
family members. 
SETTING THE ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SPIRIT ON FIRE
In spite of the tough daily challenges, these 
once helpless groups of women are gaining 
their livelihoods back through engaging in 
community enterprises – based on locally 
sourced products and products that reect their 
local customs and identity. For the past two years, 
some have grown steadily while others are 
turbo-charging their enterprises, hoping that they 
would become thriving small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs). The entrepreneurial drive 
clearly giving them hope for a better future, 
while taking care of their immediate needs, to 
put food on the table for their families.
A former teacher, Mananya or affectionately 
known as ‘Mama’, started a small enterprise in 
her kitchen to make a popular snack using 
local herbs and nuts, known as ‘Miang-Kham’. 
Mama’s Miang-Kham is served as a 
convenient and healthy snack where one can 
eat anywhere, anytime. 
Most interesting though about her business is 
that entrepreneurs like Mananya seem to 
never stop learning and growing. Her business 
has expanded in size and in sales, and she is 
now looking for ways to connect with other 
consumers outside of the Deep South.
REALITY BITES
While there are success stories like Mananya to 
inspire others in a similar predicament to nd 
their own way out of the rut through business, 
incubating one’s enterprise in a conict zone is 
never easy. And while support is slowly becoming 
available, many of the women groups have 
expressed the following concerns:
Inadequate development assistance
Access to services to help these women do 
business better is poor. Training programmes on 
product development and business management 
capacities, trade facilitation for better access to 
new customers and markets are also limited. 
While some groups wish to remain the way they 
are, others want to become successful SMEs. 
Their needs may be varied but they are clearly 
crying out for more development assistance than 
what is currently available to them.
Lack of coordination and partnership
At the local level, civil society organisations 
(CSOs) and public agencies do not share 
information and resources even though many 
are working on similar issues. 
The private sector in Bangkok and other 
national actors also do not have appropriate 
channels to work in the Deep South. Given the 
high political and safety risks, many 
companies have not been sufciently engaged 
on this issue although many have expressed 
strong interests.
Gender stereotypes
The general perception of the women’s role is 
still that of followers, incapable of running her 
own enterprises and taking on the 
decision-making role. Gender perception 
towards Muslim women in the Deep South is 
very biased. Some stakeholders (for example, 
men in the community and local authorities) 
are not open to women taking on the 
economic/income-earning role. This means, 
women in general have to be cautious about 
going for training and into the markets to sell 
their products. 
LOOKING AHEAD - THE 
ENTREPRENEURIAL ROAD MAP 
Clearly, a new working approach is needed to 
improve and drive the local economic 
development. The conict in the Deep South 
has caused a prolonged period of national 
anxiety. Inevitably, an effective collaboration 
between the local communities, civil society, 
public agencies and the private sector is 
needed to tackle this complex issue from a 
multi-dimensional perspective. 
Besides ensuring women’s groups will be able 
to easily access markets, training and 
assistance programmes should also be made 
more readily available.  
Similarly, local and national networks are 
needed to support these women as they scale 
up their businesses, to ensure sustainability in 
the longer term.  A committed mentors’ 
network made up of private and public 
agencies and local CSOs can also help. 
Looking ahead, development 
assistance needs to be more 
structured and systematic in 
order to ensure that assistance 
is invested where it is most needed, 
and that the many women’s 
voices will not be silenced by the 
sound of violence.
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simply unaware of the laws.” He points out that 
sometimes the parents themselves are undocu-
mented, so they do not understand the 
importance of this process.  
Rita Home’s information ofcer Bala Kumar K 
Govindasamy adds that there are also children 
who are abandoned as babies, either because 
their parents are mentally unwell, or are too 
poor to care for them.
“We had a case when a mentally unsound lady 
had a child, left the baby here (at Rita’s Home) 
and ran away just a week after giving birth. We 
were able to get a birth certicate but not a 
MyKad because we needed the identity of the 
father to complete that application,” explains 
56-year-old Bala.
COMPLICATIONS APLENTY
Besides being denied access to secondary 
school, being without a MyKad also presents 
many challenges later on in life for these 
children. They will not be able to apply for 
vocational skills training and will face difculties 
registering their marriages, buying a house or 
obtaining a bank loan. 
Beyond these, Voice of the Children, a non-prot 
organisation, points out that undocumented 
children are in an extremely vulnerable 
Rita Home’s welfare ofcer Subramaniam 
Kuppusamy took six years to get a teenager her 
birth certicate and Malaysian national 
identication card (IC) or MyKad.
Without her MyKad, the teenager would be 
denied access to a secondary school education. 
Without her birth certicate, she could not 
attend primary school. 
This teen however, is not alone. There are up to 
300,000 stateless children and adults living in 
Malaysia according to a UNHCR statistic based 
on a 2014 report by Dutch-based Institute on 
Statelessness and Inclusion. 
For the teenager and thousands of others like 
her, the process to prove their citizenship is long 
and tedious. Once the application is led, 
authorities will begin their investigations to track 
down and verify their parents’ identities, conrm 
their relationship and the place of birth. This 
could take years and the chances of getting 
their citizenship documents on their own are 
near impossible for many reasons. 
FALLING THROUGH THE CRACKS 
Subramaniam explains why some children are 
left undocumented, “Sometimes the parents can’t 
read and write, or worse they procrastinate on 
registering the birth out of ignorance or they are 
population, defenseless against all sorts of 
exploitation as they do not legally exist.
VOC’s website highlights the precarious position 
of the undocumented children: 
“They are, for all intents and 
purposes, invisible, because 
they only exist under the radar,” 
There is thus a need to promote law and 
policy reforms to ensure that the rights of 
every child in Malaysia are protected and no 
longer at risk of violation.
NAVIGATING THE WEB OF 
BUREAUCRACY
Until changes are made, non-prot organisations 
like Rita Home with its partner organisations, 
Development of Human Resources in Rural 
Areas, Malaysia (DHRRA) continue to help these 
stateless children, one at a time.  
For those whose parents are mentally 
challenged, Subramaniam explains how the 
police helps, “The police will issue a report to 
identify the mentally challenged parents, and 
[we] then use this as a verication for our 
applications at the National Registration 
Department (NRD). We can’t expect these 
parents, who are unwell, to do it, so we want to 
make sure the children have the right paperwork.”
Based on requirements by the NRD, two persons 
must be present as sponsors when an applica-
tion for documentation for a child is made, one 
of them must be a parent of the child. If his/her 
parents cannot be identied, social welfare 
workers or guardians can make the application.
Where possible, social workers and activists will 
go to great lengths to nd out the identity of the 
children’s parents before taking over as lead 
applicants in the registration.
Under another initiative by the Malaysian Yoga 
Society, 52-year-old volunteer Pushparani 
Suppiah explains she is driven to help these 
‘stateless’ and underserved children by using her 
rich experience as a former teacher in an 
international school, “I couldn’t see them not go 
to school.”
Under the Kuala Lumpur-based society’s Karma 
Yogic Project, Pushparani worked with other 
volunteers from Aman Malaysia to successfully 
obtain over 20 birth certicates for children. The 
process was completed in about seven months.
She credited the shorter time to her connections 
and knowledge of government processes at 
certain ministries and at the NRD. 
OFFERING A MUCH NEEDED LIFELINE
But, like in any other social work, it is never 
easy. Some of these children’s fathers are 
convicted criminals and are serving time in 
prison, explains Pushpa. “So we had to meet the 
parents in prison to verify that they are the 
rightful father of a child before proceeding with 
the application.”
She also says some of these parents are 
unmarried, which may complicate the process. 
But according to the Malaysia’s Federal 
Constitution, children born in unregistered 
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marriages, their citizenship follows the one of 
their mothers.
So while social workers try to get the necessary 
documents in place, places like the Rita Home 
offer skills training for older children who are 
unable to attend secondary school because they 
do not have the right documentation. They are 
taught how to sew uniforms, print aprons or 
customise mugs for companies as a way of 
expanding their skills.
“We teach these older children how to make 
and sell soya bean drinks, run a car wash 
business or even training to work as a dog 
handler. We must give them a skill so they can 
at least nd some work and not mix with the 
wrong crowd,” Bala adds. 
Despite the many challenges faced by non-prot 
organisations working to overcome statelessness 
in Malaysia, social workers like Subramaniam, 
Bala and Pushpa are doing every bit they can to 
give these children access to a better life.
MALAYSIA
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It is safe to say that most people are willing to 
pay anything to save their own and loved 
ones’ lives, even if it means incurring a lifetime 
of debt. But when private hospitals are 
allowed to charge patients up to 400 times 
more than their public counterparts for similar 
drugs and up to six times for medical 
procedures, one woman cannot help but ask, 
“Don’t you think it’s time we do something 
about this?”
THE PRICE WE PAY
Despite the merits of the universal health care 
scheme launched in 2002, the programme has 
put a huge strain on public hospital resources 
and brought about an overcrowding crisis. 
Without personal connections, the chances of 
getting a bed in public hospitals are almost 
next to impossible.
Consequently, a growing number of Thais are 
forced to seek medical care at private 
hospitals. The surge in demand, coupled with 
a rise in the number of medical tourists ying 
in to seek help in Thailand’s private hospitals, 
has led to a steep increase in the cost of 
hospital treatments over the last few years.
According to a study released in May this 
year by the National Legislative Assembly’s 
committee on public health, the cost of 
medical treatments in private hospitals has 
quadrupled between 2009 and 2014.
Still, the most urgent issue raised in an online 
viral petition by founder and president of Thai 
Medical Error Network (TMEN) Preeyanan 
Lorsermvattana is not that private healthcare is 
expensive. Rather, it is the lack of effective 
mechanisms to protect healthcare receivers 
against systemic overcharging and fraud.
TURNING PAIN INTO POWER
As one of the country’s most fervent advocates 
for patients’ rights, Preeyanan is no stranger 
to lengthy and uphill battles. Into the eleventh 
year of her struggle to seek legal redress over 
the alleged childbirth medical negligence of 
her son*, this mother-turned activist was on the 
verge of giving up on life. 
Her family had lost their home and life savings 
and was facing a 100-million baht defamation 
lawsuit following her television interviews. In a 
moment of despair, she thought of jumping off 
a bridge, and the thought of her two young 
children stopped her from it.
From that day on, Preeyanan vowed to turn 
her pain into power. In late 2002, she 
gathered 150 fellow victims to start Thai 
Medical Error Network (TMEN) with the aim 
of becoming the support system for affected 
patients and their families, by helping them to 
navigate their way through the labyrinth of 
Thailand’s healthcare and judicial systems.
“At the beginning it was very hard. We faced 
a lot of resistance not only from medical 
professionals but also the general public who 
saw us as having a nefarious agenda. 
“What they didn’t understand then 
was that the only reason we had to 
sue doctors or hospitals was because 
there were no other mechanisms in 
place that could give us a fighting 
chance. That is why we have been 
running a campaign all these years 
calling for legislation and enactment 
of the healthcare victim protection 
bill and establishment of the Patient 
for Patient Safety programme** so 
that we can build a better system to 
improve patient safety, compensate 
victims and reduce medical errors 
and lawsuits,” said Preeyanan who 
has, for the past eight years, been 
invited by medical schools across 
the country to give lectures on the 
human cost of medical negligence.
EMERGENCY ALERT
Under the Emergency Claim Online (EMCO) 
policy, emergency patients are encouraged to 
seek treatment at any nearby hospital, be it 
private or public. The hospital should then bill 
the National Health Security Ofce (NHSO) 
for the medical expenses incurred without 
requiring the patient in question to pay. Since 
the policy took effect in April 2012, the 
government has been unable to stop private 
hospitals from collecting payment from 
patients or ling lawsuits against patients who 
refuse to pay.  “It’s because private hospitals 
do not accept the reimbursement rate set by 
the NHSO and are able to exploit a loophole 
that EMCO is merely a policy that is not 
supported by legislation,” explained Preeyanan. 
“In the past three years, there have been 
repeated calls for the government to 
reconsider the policy and x the problems 
faced by us and other organisations, but 
nothing has been done. Even now, we’re still 
receiving EMCO-related complaints on a 
regular basis.”
#GOPATIENTSRIGHTS
In April 2015, Preeyanan turned to her 
network of 5,000 friends on FaceBook to 
gauge initial support for an idea to establish a 
central committee that handles overcharging 
in private hospitals.
The key points in her proposal are that the 
committee will comprise representatives from 
every sector including the civil society and 
function as a one-stop service. It must also 
have the authority to investigate overcharging 
claims and penalise wrongdoers. “If this 
happens, it’ll help remove a majority of the 
hurdles and roadblocks we face in the current 
system,” Preeyanan explains.
Encouraged by the positive response, she 
launched the petition on Change.org on 19 
April. It quickly went viral after media outlets 
picked up on the story. By the time the 33,000 
signatures were handed to the public health 
minister barely a month later on 12 May 
2015, Preeyanan’s petition had become one of 
the most talked-about topics on national news 
and prompted a response from the Prime 
Minister (PM) who ordered relevant agencies 
to look into the matter on 7 May.
BRAVING THE CHANGE
A few weeks later, two committees were set up 
to nd a solution to the unreasonably high 
private hospital prices. So far, short-term 
measures that are targeted at improving price 
transparency, billing practices and EMCO 
implementation have been announced. All 
these are expected to take effect after 
October 2015.
For Preeyanan, it is good news after years of 
lobbying to be heard, but the ght for change 
is far from over, “It was a welcoming gesture 
when the PM acknowledged the severity of the 
problem and took the lead. But since then the 
progress has been slower than we’d have 
liked. At every stage we still have to ght to 
be heard and be part of the solution. Our 
plan is to do whatever we can to represent the 
people’s will, keep the conversation going and 
push forward until the broken system is xed. 
What we need now is for those in power to be 
brave and make good so that we can see real 
changes together.”
*Preeyana’s 23-year case over an alleged 
childbirth medical negligence ended up being 
dismissed by the Supreme Court in December 
2014 on statute of limitations due to an error 
by her lawyer. The defamation lawsuit was 
dismissed by the Supreme Court in 2007.
**The Patient for Patient Safety programme 
was launched in August 2014 with TMEN 
working in partnership with the Ministry of 
Public Health and the World Health 
Organisation (WHO)
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of debt. But when private hospitals are 
allowed to charge patients up to 400 times 
more than their public counterparts for similar 
drugs and up to six times for medical 
procedures, one woman cannot help but ask, 
“Don’t you think it’s time we do something 
about this?”
THE PRICE WE PAY
Despite the merits of the universal health care 
scheme launched in 2002, the programme has 
put a huge strain on public hospital resources 
and brought about an overcrowding crisis. 
Without personal connections, the chances of 
getting a bed in public hospitals are almost 
next to impossible.
Consequently, a growing number of Thais are 
forced to seek medical care at private 
hospitals. The surge in demand, coupled with 
a rise in the number of medical tourists ying 
in to seek help in Thailand’s private hospitals, 
has led to a steep increase in the cost of 
hospital treatments over the last few years.
According to a study released in May this 
year by the National Legislative Assembly’s 
committee on public health, the cost of 
medical treatments in private hospitals has 
quadrupled between 2009 and 2014.
Still, the most urgent issue raised in an online 
viral petition by founder and president of Thai 
Medical Error Network (TMEN) Preeyanan 
Lorsermvattana is not that private healthcare is 
expensive. Rather, it is the lack of effective 
mechanisms to protect healthcare receivers 
against systemic overcharging and fraud.
TURNING PAIN INTO POWER
As one of the country’s most fervent advocates 
for patients’ rights, Preeyanan is no stranger 
to lengthy and uphill battles. Into the eleventh 
year of her struggle to seek legal redress over 
the alleged childbirth medical negligence of 
her son*, this mother-turned activist was on the 
verge of giving up on life. 
Her family had lost their home and life savings 
and was facing a 100-million baht defamation 
lawsuit following her television interviews. In a 
moment of despair, she thought of jumping off 
a bridge, and the thought of her two young 
children stopped her from it.
From that day on, Preeyanan vowed to turn 
her pain into power. In late 2002, she 
gathered 150 fellow victims to start Thai 
Medical Error Network (TMEN) with the aim 
of becoming the support system for affected 
patients and their families, by helping them to 
navigate their way through the labyrinth of 
Thailand’s healthcare and judicial systems.
“At the beginning it was very hard. We faced 
a lot of resistance not only from medical 
professionals but also the general public who 
saw us as having a nefarious agenda. 
“What they didn’t understand then 
was that the only reason we had to 
sue doctors or hospitals was because 
there were no other mechanisms in 
place that could give us a fighting 
chance. That is why we have been 
running a campaign all these years 
calling for legislation and enactment 
of the healthcare victim protection 
bill and establishment of the Patient 
for Patient Safety programme** so 
that we can build a better system to 
improve patient safety, compensate 
victims and reduce medical errors 
and lawsuits,” said Preeyanan who 
has, for the past eight years, been 
invited by medical schools across 
the country to give lectures on the 
human cost of medical negligence.
EMERGENCY ALERT
Under the Emergency Claim Online (EMCO) 
policy, emergency patients are encouraged to 
seek treatment at any nearby hospital, be it 
private or public. The hospital should then bill 
the National Health Security Ofce (NHSO) 
for the medical expenses incurred without 
requiring the patient in question to pay. Since 
the policy took effect in April 2012, the 
government has been unable to stop private 
hospitals from collecting payment from 
patients or ling lawsuits against patients who 
refuse to pay.  “It’s because private hospitals 
do not accept the reimbursement rate set by 
the NHSO and are able to exploit a loophole 
that EMCO is merely a policy that is not 
supported by legislation,” explained Preeyanan. 
“In the past three years, there have been 
repeated calls for the government to 
reconsider the policy and x the problems 
faced by us and other organisations, but 
nothing has been done. Even now, we’re still 
receiving EMCO-related complaints on a 
regular basis.”
#GOPATIENTSRIGHTS
In April 2015, Preeyanan turned to her 
network of 5,000 friends on FaceBook to 
gauge initial support for an idea to establish a 
central committee that handles overcharging 
in private hospitals.
The key points in her proposal are that the 
committee will comprise representatives from 
every sector including the civil society and 
function as a one-stop service. It must also 
have the authority to investigate overcharging 
claims and penalise wrongdoers. “If this 
happens, it’ll help remove a majority of the 
hurdles and roadblocks we face in the current 
system,” Preeyanan explains.
Encouraged by the positive response, she 
launched the petition on Change.org on 19 
April. It quickly went viral after media outlets 
picked up on the story. By the time the 33,000 
signatures were handed to the public health 
minister barely a month later on 12 May 
2015, Preeyanan’s petition had become one of 
the most talked-about topics on national news 
and prompted a response from the Prime 
Minister (PM) who ordered relevant agencies 
to look into the matter on 7 May.
BRAVING THE CHANGE
A few weeks later, two committees were set up 
to nd a solution to the unreasonably high 
private hospital prices. So far, short-term 
measures that are targeted at improving price 
transparency, billing practices and EMCO 
implementation have been announced. All 
these are expected to take effect after 
October 2015.
For Preeyanan, it is good news after years of 
lobbying to be heard, but the ght for change 
is far from over, “It was a welcoming gesture 
when the PM acknowledged the severity of the 
problem and took the lead. But since then the 
progress has been slower than we’d have 
liked. At every stage we still have to ght to 
be heard and be part of the solution. Our 
plan is to do whatever we can to represent the 
people’s will, keep the conversation going and 
push forward until the broken system is xed. 
What we need now is for those in power to be 
brave and make good so that we can see real 
changes together.”
*Preeyana’s 23-year case over an alleged 
childbirth medical negligence ended up being 
dismissed by the Supreme Court in December 
2014 on statute of limitations due to an error 
by her lawyer. The defamation lawsuit was 
dismissed by the Supreme Court in 2007.
**The Patient for Patient Safety programme 
was launched in August 2014 with TMEN 
working in partnership with the Ministry of 
Public Health and the World Health 
Organisation (WHO)
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For many teenage girls in Myanmar, something as simple as going for 
a walk or taking the bus alone can be a deeply distressing experience. 
Caused by an ingrained belief that women and girls who appear in 
public unaccompanied by men are “loose”, sexual harassment and 
teasing are a constant threat.
This is part of the reason why in Yangon, the country’s largest city, men 
make up the majority of patrons in the teashops, chaotic social hubs 
where waiters yell orders over the clattering of dishes and the smell of 
cigarette smoke mingles with the vapours from sizzling pans. But the 
taboo against women and girls being alone in public causes damage 
that goes well beyond the impact on their social lives.
FEELING ISOLATED & DEFENSELESS 
“This distinctly limits girls’ and women’s choices of 
employment, education, their friendship circles and 
leisure activities. It functions to keep girls who are 
in crisis or in any dangerous living or working 
situation from freely connecting with potential allies 
or services,” 
says Brooke Zobrist, the founder of Girl Determined, a group that aims 
to equip adolescent girls with the condence and skills they need, to 
deal with the challenges of gender inequality in Myanmar.
Often faced with domestic violence, pressure to start work at a young 
age, and pressure to marry early, girls entering adolescence nd 
themselves with very few opportunities to make their own decisions and 
follow their ambitions. “Not only in Myanmar, but commonly around 
the globe, when a girl starts puberty, her world begins to shrink. 
Adolescent girls often become more isolated.” says Zobrist.
EMPOWERING SUPPORT CIRCLES
To help tackle this, the Girl Determined project operates weekly 
meetings, called circles, in towns, cities and villages around the 
country. During the sessions, girls have the opportunity to talk about 
their experiences, fears and feelings in a safe non-judgemental 
environment. The other girls in the circle are not allowed to comment or 
interrupt, a rule that helps encourage the speaker to talk honestly and 
trust their peers. “For many girls this is the best part of their week,” 
says Zobrist, “people don’t often listen to adolescent girls.”
This is part of a curriculum that spans two academic years and includes 
sport and lessons in effective communication. When Girl Determined 
started ve years ago, the programme only covered one academic 
year, but Zobrist and her colleagues found that a longer programme 
gives more consistency and “allows for the needed depth”.
IMPACTING LIVES MEANINGFULLY 
Over 3,300 girls have now taken part in the circles, which in many 
cases have brought about positive changes in the home as the girls nd 
the courage to speak up in front of their families and, importantly, 
develop the skills to encourage their superiors to listen to them.
Fourteen-year-old Wei Wei Kyaw, who has been given a pseudonym 
for this article, used to keep quiet while she was at home. But after 
joining the weekly sessions she was empowered to argue her case 
when her parents told her she should drop out of school. Only her 
brother, they said, would be able to carry on attending classes at their 
provincial school in central Myanmar.
“I told them, in a positive way, that both boys and girls are human 
beings and have equal rights to attend school. My parents supported 
me … my family has begun to see that girls need to be empowered 
and educated.” said Wei Wei Kyaw. 
To help bring about change like this, facilitators at the circles teach 
topics such as “interpersonal communication,” where the objective 
might be to understand the difference between assertive, passive and 
aggressive speaking. 
LEARNING TO COMMUNICATE 
First, girls discuss their understanding of the meaning of these terms, 
then they break into groups of three. Two of the girls act out scenarios 
and the third holds up a slip of paper to show whether she thinks the 
interaction is passive, aggressive, or assertive.
“I have noticed that girls are able to easily identify passive 
communications, but have a difcult time differentiating between being 
assertive and aggressive,” says Zobrist. “Quite a few girls say that this 
is one of the most useful sessions for them.”
The project is also helping girls who have been affected by conict in 
northern Kachin state, where over 100,000 people have ed their 
homes since ghting broke out between rebels and the military in 2011. 
Girls who attend circles in the camp for internally displaced people 
there have a rare outlet for talking about their experience in the conict 
and their fears of sexual violence and other threats.
“The girls who joined the programme during its early years are just 
starting to move into young adulthood, starting university, getting jobs 
or joining family businesses.  Several have also kept in touch with the 
program’s staff and are meeting the new cohorts of girls,” says Zobrist.
LASTING CHANGES
“As we work with girls to reduce girls’ vulnerability while expanding 
opportunity, our measure of success is really told by girls’ personal 
stories of change. We look at girls continued growth after the 
programme. Does a girl keep working to make her own choices? 
Does she work for change in her community or place of work?”
For Shwe Yi, another of the girls who has also been given a synonym, 
that process is just beginning: “One major change has been that since 
my family has come to see my abilities, I often participate in family 
discussions and decision-making,” she said. Her family is also keen to 
hear about her experience at the meetings. “It’s funny,” she said, “it’s 
as if I’m their teacher.” AC
Long Ratana was a teenager when the Khmer Rouge began its brutal 
regime. Assigned to work in a children’s unit, the 50-year-old remem-
bers having to labour under dire conditions with little food. She 
remembers the verbal abuse heaped upon her by Khmer Rouge cadres. 
And she remembers looking down the barrel of a gun, convinced that 
she was going to die.
“I had a gun pointed straight at me when Khmer Rouge cadres caught 
me and my friend picking beans from a farm,” Ms. Ratana recounted. 
“It’s a crime [to forage for food without permission] at that time, but I 
was hungry. That experience has stayed with me. It made me feel very 
inferior,” she said, explaining that this feeling seeped into her daily 
life. “I always felt like there was a weakness inside of me.”
Lasting three years, eight months and 20 days, the Khmer Rouge’s brief 
reign left a devastating impact – approximately two million people 
were dead when it ended on January 7, 1979. About half were 
executed and buried in mass graves all over the country, while others 
starved under slave-like work conditions.
SUFFERING IN SILENCE 
The survivors themselves bear unseen scars. For Ms. Ratana, her 
problems began manifesting in her 30s, when she found herself 
crippled with anxiety and depression, unable to care for her children. 
Desperate for relief, she sought help from Transcultural Psychosocial 
Organisation (TPO), an NGO established in 1994 that provides mental 
health services and counselling to locals.
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Its director, Dr. Chhim Sotheara, said that roughly 40 per cent of its 
patients suffer from depression and anxiety, while many others have 
more serious problems, like psychosis and schizophrenia. Besides its 
clinic work, TPO provides psychosocial support to victims and 
witnesses testifying in the Khmer Rouge tribunal, which was set up in 
2006 to prosecute those most responsible for the regime’s crimes.
“When a tribunal starts, people’s memories will resurface, and some 
might be traumatised by the problems. They might have difculty 
sleeping, concentrating and have more fear,” Dr. Sotheara said.
VOICES THAT NEED TO BE HEARD 
TPO also does “testimonial therapy” which allows victims barred from 
testifying in the tribunal to have a voice in public testimonial sessions 
that end in a Buddhist blessing ceremony.
“The court only selects a few number of people 
who have hard evidence to testify,” he said. “That 
means those who have also been tortured but 
don’t have hard evidence cannot testify, meaning 
that their suffering is not acknowledged,” Dr 
Sotheara explains.
FAR FROM ENOUGH
Despite TPO’s work, it is unclear how long the path to recovery is. 
With little nancial resources from the government, and no ofcial 
study done to survey the prevalence of mental health issues, TPO and 
other mental health departments in Cambodia are severely 
underfunded, understaffed and overworked. 
Dr. Sotheara said there are currently about 50 psychiatrists in the 
whole country – that’s about 0.3 psychiatrists for every 100,000 
people. “There is no priority for mental health; there is only priority for 
HIV or TB. Less than 1 per cent of the national health budget is 
allocated towards this need, the problem will only get worse. There is 
no health without mental health. When mental health is not good, it 
will affect the productivity of the people and the psyche of the nation. 
This would be a problem for the future,” Dr. Sotheara said. 
At the Khmer Soviet Friendship Hospital – where the country’s rst 
psychiatry services were established in 1994 – its mental health 
department is inundated daily with hundreds of patients. Dr. Yem 
Sobotra, director of the hospital’s department of mental health and 
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substance abuse, believes that awareness may be growing, but there 
remains a lack of understanding in rural areas.
DEALING WITH STIGMA AND IGNORANCE
“In Cambodia, mental illness is a social stigma. They believe that 
having mental illness and seeking out services is like going to a crazy 
hospital,” Dr. Sobotra said. “Sometimes they believe that it is a spirit 
possessing a person, so they bring them to a monk or a traditional 
healer.” He explained that delaying services to people aficted with 
serious problems, like schizophrenia and bi-polar disorders, can be 
dangerous as they can harm themselves or other people. 
A NEW LEASE OF LIFE
For those who have been able to accept they have a problem, seeking 
help can be life-changing. After ve years working with TPO, Ms. 
Ratana said that she now knows she is a person of worth, and has 
since gotten a job as a manager at a resort in Kep province.
“When I rst came, I couldn’t even talk, I just kept crying,” she said. 
“I felt like I was useless before, but now I know I can achieve things.” 
Long Ratana was a teenager when the Khmer Rouge began its brutal 
regime. Assigned to work in a children’s unit, the 50-year-old remem-
bers having to labour under dire conditions with little food. She 
remembers the verbal abuse heaped upon her by Khmer Rouge cadres. 
And she remembers looking down the barrel of a gun, convinced that 
she was going to die.
“I had a gun pointed straight at me when Khmer Rouge cadres caught 
me and my friend picking beans from a farm,” Ms. Ratana recounted. 
“It’s a crime [to forage for food without permission] at that time, but I 
was hungry. That experience has stayed with me. It made me feel very 
inferior,” she said, explaining that this feeling seeped into her daily 
life. “I always felt like there was a weakness inside of me.”
Lasting three years, eight months and 20 days, the Khmer Rouge’s brief 
reign left a devastating impact – approximately two million people 
were dead when it ended on January 7, 1979. About half were 
executed and buried in mass graves all over the country, while others 
starved under slave-like work conditions.
SUFFERING IN SILENCE 
The survivors themselves bear unseen scars. For Ms. Ratana, her 
problems began manifesting in her 30s, when she found herself 
crippled with anxiety and depression, unable to care for her children. 
Desperate for relief, she sought help from Transcultural Psychosocial 
Organisation (TPO), an NGO established in 1994 that provides mental 
health services and counselling to locals.
Its director, Dr. Chhim Sotheara, said that roughly 40 per cent of its 
patients suffer from depression and anxiety, while many others have 
more serious problems, like psychosis and schizophrenia. Besides its 
clinic work, TPO provides psychosocial support to victims and 
witnesses testifying in the Khmer Rouge tribunal, which was set up in 
2006 to prosecute those most responsible for the regime’s crimes.
“When a tribunal starts, people’s memories will resurface, and some 
might be traumatised by the problems. They might have difculty 
sleeping, concentrating and have more fear,” Dr. Sotheara said.
VOICES THAT NEED TO BE HEARD 
TPO also does “testimonial therapy” which allows victims barred from 
testifying in the tribunal to have a voice in public testimonial sessions 
that end in a Buddhist blessing ceremony.
“The court only selects a few number of people 
who have hard evidence to testify,” he said. “That 
means those who have also been tortured but 
don’t have hard evidence cannot testify, meaning 
that their suffering is not acknowledged,” Dr 
Sotheara explains.
FAR FROM ENOUGH
Despite TPO’s work, it is unclear how long the path to recovery is. 
With little nancial resources from the government, and no ofcial 
study done to survey the prevalence of mental health issues, TPO and 
other mental health departments in Cambodia are severely 
underfunded, understaffed and overworked. 
Dr. Sotheara said there are currently about 50 psychiatrists in the 
whole country – that’s about 0.3 psychiatrists for every 100,000 
people. “There is no priority for mental health; there is only priority for 
HIV or TB. Less than 1 per cent of the national health budget is 
allocated towards this need, the problem will only get worse. There is 
no health without mental health. When mental health is not good, it 
will affect the productivity of the people and the psyche of the nation. 
This would be a problem for the future,” Dr. Sotheara said. 
At the Khmer Soviet Friendship Hospital – where the country’s rst 
psychiatry services were established in 1994 – its mental health 
department is inundated daily with hundreds of patients. Dr. Yem 
Sobotra, director of the hospital’s department of mental health and 
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substance abuse, believes that awareness may be growing, but there 
remains a lack of understanding in rural areas.
DEALING WITH STIGMA AND IGNORANCE
“In Cambodia, mental illness is a social stigma. They believe that 
having mental illness and seeking out services is like going to a crazy 
hospital,” Dr. Sobotra said. “Sometimes they believe that it is a spirit 
possessing a person, so they bring them to a monk or a traditional 
healer.” He explained that delaying services to people aficted with 
serious problems, like schizophrenia and bi-polar disorders, can be 
dangerous as they can harm themselves or other people. 
A NEW LEASE OF LIFE
For those who have been able to accept they have a problem, seeking 
help can be life-changing. After ve years working with TPO, Ms. 
Ratana said that she now knows she is a person of worth, and has 
since gotten a job as a manager at a resort in Kep province.
“When I rst came, I couldn’t even talk, I just kept crying,” she said. 
“I felt like I was useless before, but now I know I can achieve things.” AC
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SAVING BABIES 
ONE AT A TIME 
A young girl walks silently into the compound 
of the bungalow in a suburban neighbour-
hood. She lifts the door of a hatch, and gently 
places her baby inside. Perhaps, she hesitated 
and wept as she shut the door, or perhaps she 
hurried and did not look back. Was she alone 
or accompanied when she left her baby 
behind? No one knows, and no one can know 
because there are no cameras to identify her.
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THE BABY HATCH 
The alarm shrieks in the house to alert the 
caretaker to a drop-off in the hatch. The 
caretaker hurries down to view a CCTV 
camera to check if it’s a baby, and quickly 
opens it. Inside the hatch, the air conditioner 
is humming and lights are on - both were 
triggered when the baby’s weight pressed 
down on the sensor in the hatch.
The baby is taken into the home, sent for a 
medical check-up, and cared for about a 
week, until he or she is adopted. This is how 
OrphanCare Foundation’s baby hatch works. 
Since it opened in 2010, more than 10 babies 
have been delivered through the OrphanCare 
hatch in Petaling Jaya, around 10km from 
Kuala Lumpur. There are now two other 
hatches, one in Johor Bahru down south and 
the other in Sungai Petani up north in Kedah.
GETTING TO THE HEART OF 
THE MATTER
The baby hatch is one of the more unconven-
tional initiatives of OrphanCare, a non-prot 
organisation that works to nd loving homes 
for orphans and unwanted babies.
Set up in 2008 and now led by six volunteer 
trustees, it has become one of the best-known 
organisations taking care of the needs of 
children.  Baby dumping – a catch-all term to 
refer to unwed mothers literally throwing their 
babies away – is one of the problems that it 
has courageously dealt with.
This is often seen as a sensitive issue in 
conservative Malaysia because it is sometimes 
misinterpreted as condoning or even encourag-
ing premarital sex by “making it easy” for 
girls to give away their unwanted babies.
But Noraini Hashim, one of its trustees, notes 
that such accusations do not make sense. 
“Which girl would want to get 
pregnant, give birth only to give the 
babies away? Our aim is to save 
the babies’ lives,” she said, adding 
that there have been too many 
heart-wrenching stories of babies 
found dead or mothers delivering 
alone in their rooms.
Ofcial statistics are sparse but the latest 
data from the government shows over 400 
cases of baby dumping in the last ve years.  
The baby hatch received a cautious response 
initially from the Islamic religious authorities 
but they now endorse it after they paid 
OrphanCare a visit and understood its aims.
TOUCHING LIVES - HELP FOR 
MOTHER & BABY 
So far, 18 babies have been left in the hatch. 
The number is low but OrphanCare feels it is 
a good sign, as more unwed mothers have 
come to the centre after learning about the 
Baby Hatch through publicity materials 
instead of babies being left in the hatch. “We 
were surprised by this, and happy,” Noraini 
said.  In all, 125 babies have been handed 
over, an average of two a month. The mothers 
were aged between 13 and 32.
She said it was better this way because 
OrphanCare can offer counseling to the 
mothers. So far, around 70 of them had 
decided to keep their babies after counseling.
Knowing the mother’s identity also helps in 
the legal documentation process for babies 
that are adopted. Babies with a Malaysian 
parent will receive a birth certicate like all 
citizens. But there are hatch babies who are 
deemed stateless because they come with no 
papers, although many may well be Malay-
sians.
EXTENDING CARE & REACH
In the last couple of years, OrphanCare has 
also begun working with orphanages to get 
the children reunited with their parents. Not 
all the children in homes are orphans, some 
are there because of family poverty.
“The sooner we get them out, the better,” she 
said.  But that has been a lot harder, said 
Noraini. Many mothers do want their child 
back but they may not have proper homes, 
and have low and unstable incomes.
Orphancare now nds itself helping these 
mums to stabilise their lives, by helping with 
jobs and accommodation. The process 
however has been very slow and difcult.  
Noraini hopes to step up efforts in the next 
few years but sustaining its efforts is 
hampered by securing funds for the long term. 
Run entirely on corporate donors that tend to 
set a three-year time limit before moving on to 
help sponsor another organisation, funding 
OrphanCare remains a challenge.
Orphancare’s staff strength of 14, led by 
volunteer trustees, may be small and the road 
ahead does seem daunting, but there is no 
denying that Orphancare has made inroads 
into tackling the sensitive issue of baby 
dumping, and has certainly given it the 
attention it so needed – for every baby saved 
from the dumpster, is a life saved.
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GONE ADVENTURIN’ 
FOR GOOD
Somewhere in Cambodia, an ageing woman lifts the edge of a carpet 
and begins to roll it. It would have been a slow, dusty, repetitive 
process, if not for her son, Kimchean Toth, who at the age of 16 
invented a machine to help his mother roll carpets faster. 
Kimchean clearly possessed creativity and a sense of innovation from 
young but he had no formal education. Without intervention, these 
traits would have gone undeveloped, potentially squandered. 
Thankfully, a scholarship fund was made available to him. This young 
Cambodian is now in the nal year of his engineering course and 
attends a university in Phnom Penh. 
STORIES FROM THE GROUND30
TEXT BY JOHANN LOH   |   PHOTO BY GONE ADVENTURIN’
Gone Adventurin’s rst project in Cambodia was to raise the necessary 
funds for Kimchean to attend university.
As a social enterprise in Singapore, based out of The HUB, Gone 
Adventurin’ bridges the gap between companies, communities, and 
people in order to tackle social and environmental challenges in Asia. 
THREE-STEP PROCESS TO DO GOOD
They create and tell inspiring stories, and help companies and brands 
incorporate social responsibility into their business model. We 
interviewed co-founder Ashwin Subramaniam and started by asking 
him to walk us through how exactly Gone Adventurin’ worked:
“When a company approaches us with a project, we create workshops 
and research to help them create a sustainability strategy and focus 
areas. We call this the INCUBATE stage. Then we take either 
employees or customers from the company on an immersive journey to 
better understand the social or environmental issues on the ground. We 
call this the ACTIVATE stage. 
“Finally we document the journey to create documentary-style videos 
or lms to amplify the impact. We call this our AMPLIFY stage. So 
through these 3 stages we enable the company to create business and 
social / environmental value out of sustainability.”
HOW IT ALL BEGAN
Gone Adventurin’ was started in 2011 with three co-founders – Ashwin, 
Laura Allen, and Jacqui Hocking. Ashwin was working in a fairly 
lucrative banking career, while Laura was working on brand 
management for a Vietnamese company. Meanwhile, Jacqui was a 
creative director at an Australian production studio. They got 
acquainted at university and through friends.
But the three of them really rst came together during their rst project, 
a 400km bike race through which they were trying to raise funds for a 
Cambodian social enterprise. Working together, they realised the 
potential for change through shared experiences and storytelling. 
Ashwin, Laura and Jacqui quit their jobs, moved to Singapore, and 
started Gone Adventurin’.
Choosing to shift from a corporate job into creating a startup was not 
an easy decision – even more so for a social enterprise, which today 
remains an unconventional career path. 
PUTTING LIFE IN THE RIGHT PERSPECTIVE 
Indeed for Ashwin, his biggest challenge was the fear itself – fear of 
losing not only time, but also career and nancial stability. Yet looking 
back, he realises that working full-time in Gone Adventurin’ has given 
him more nancial stability and better control over the direction in 
which he is headed. 
But more than that, Aswin feels that his purpose in life is to create a 
compassionate, happy and sustainable world, and Gone Adventurin’ 
acts as a platform that enables him to full his purpose every day. 
MAGNIFYING POSITIVITY ACROSS THE GLOBE
For Ashwin, Laura and Jacqui, Gone Adventurin’ is the intersection of their 
individual desires to create more collaboration and positive impact in this 
world by leveraging on the power of business and stories.
Today, Gone Adventurin’ has worked with companies such as Unilever, 
Standard Chartered, and Google, and their portfolio includes locations 
across South-East Asia, from Cambodia and Vietnam, to Indonesia and 
Papua New Guinea. 
But there remains much in the world left to change and improve. In 
particular, Ashwin is increasingly interested in and concerned about 
sustainable consumption: 
“Sustainable consumption is an issue that I am 
getting interested in and the more I read about it the 
more worried but yet optimistic I get.”
He notes that there are many shortages that are lurking around in the 
world today, such as a shortage of seafood, or energy shortages, or of 
falling forest cover. However, he remains optimistic that even 
individuals can help prevent and push such shortages back by buying 
products or using resources carefully and mindfully. He enthusiastically 
quotes Ghandi: “The world has enough for our needs but not enough 
for our greeds.”
MAKE DOING GOOD A CORE BUSINESS
How do you get multinational companies, typically seen as drivers of 
consumerism, and even over-consumption, to buy into the idea of 
sustainable consumption? Well, it should not be too difcult according 
to Ashwin. After all, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in compa-
nies is mostly a well-intentioned exercise. But issues usually arise when 
the CSR is not connected to the business model of the company, 
causing a loss of interest and funding. 
The strategy is therefore to make the process of doing good a core 
part of the business. In the ideal world Ashwin envisions, companies 
wouldn’t need CSR departments. Instead, they would be intrinsically 
sustainable in their local communities. Like many of the social enterprise’s 
other objectives, this is perhaps a lofty vision. But until they full their 
mission, Ashwin and his team will continue to say, “Gone Adventurin’.”
STORIES FROM THE GROUND 31SINGAPORE
AC
             At the end of August 
2015, Myanmar’s President 
signed off on the last of four 
controversial bills dubbed the 
Race and Religion Protection 
Laws. The legislation was 
drafted by a hardline Buddhist 
group called Ma Ba Tha and has 
been condemned by rights groups, 
including Amnesty International, 
who say that it will be used to 
target religious minorities.
The laws are the latest setback to Myanmar’s 
nascent political reform process, and reect a 
rising wave of Buddhist nationalism that has 
largely targeted the country’s Muslim minority. 
Bouts of rioting led by Buddhists have left 
hundreds dead and tens of thousands 
displaced since mid-2012. Most of the victims 
are Rohingya Muslims, a long-persecuted 
minority of roughly one million based in 
coastal Rakhine state.
While increasing hate speech by prominent 
monks has targeted all of Myanmar’s Muslims, 
the ethnically distinct Rohingya have suffered 
the brunt of increasing ultra-nationalist 
sentiment. Over 100,000 displaced Rohingya 
live under a system resembling Apartheid, 
separated from the Buddhist population and 
barred from traveling beyond barbed-wire 
checkpoints to the downtown area of Sittwe, 
Rakhine’s capital.
Inside the camps, many lack basic healthcare, 
education and job prospects. The persecution 
has pushed tens of thousands of Rohingya in 
Rakhine to ee the country in dangerous, 
overloaded boats. The plight of Rohingya 
refugees received global attention when a 
crackdown on people smugglers by Thai 
authorities scared many trafckers into 
abandoning their boats at sea, leaving 
thousands of Rohingya and Bangladeshi 
migrants stranded.
In November, millions in Myanmar, which is 
also known as Burma, went to the polls for 
what has been billed as a historic general 
election. It is the rst that the opposition 
National League for Democracy (NLD) party 
has agreed to contest for 25 years, and the 
rst since the military junta stepped aside for 
a semi-civilian government in 2011.  But the 
Rohingya were excluded from the poll. 
In response to nationalist protest, the 
government withdrew documents called white 
cards, temporary citizenship cards that gave 
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya voting 
rights. As well as disenfranchising the large 
majority of Rohingya, authorities have 
systematically barred Muslim candidates from 
standing as members of parliament. Even the 
NLD, seen for a long time by the outside world 
as an unrelenting advocate of human rights, 
has refused to eld any Muslim candidates.
When the reform process began, the 
government  released hundreds of political 
prisoners. Among them was Wai Wai Nu 
(pictured), a young Rohingya woman who had 
served seven years of a 17-year sentence 
along with her immediate family, which 
included her father, a Rohingya politician.
But the same reform process that granted Wai 
Wai Nu her freedom also unleashed the wave 
of anti-Muslim sentiment that has only 
worsened the lot of the Rohingya. Upon her 
release from prison she founded the Women 
Peace Network Arakan and co-founded 
another group called Justice for Women.
Catalyst Asia caught up with her on Skype as 
she toured the US giving talks at universities, 
ahead of a visit to Geneva to advocate for 
recommendations to improve rights of the 
Rohingya to the United Nation’s Universal 
Periodic Review. She also scheduled to visit 
the US State Department in Washington DC, 
to call for the US to engage more with 
Myanmar’s government on human rights issues.
What are you hoping to achieve
in Geneva?
What are you hoping to achieve in Geneva?
We’ve submitted 16 recommendations about 
the situation in Rakhine state. The main ones 
are: full citizenship rights for the Rohingya, 
recognising the existence of Rohingya, and 
also eliminating discrimination for citizenship 
on the basis of ethnicity.
Those are the major ones but we also have 
recommendations on protecting freedoms in 
the Rakhine state, particularly freedom of 
movement. And we’re also calling for the 
resettlement of displaced people, voluntarily 
and with safety and dignity.
Another major recommendation is ending 
impunity of state actors, security forces, and 
also having an independent monitoring body 
for all security forces in Rakhine state.
Those are all very large goals, how much do 
you think your visit to Geneva will help?
The international climate towards Burma … it’s 
very hard to say. Now everybody is enjoying 
the euphoria of change. For us there’s very 
little hope that we can achieve this but we 
hope that in the periodical review many 
countries will ask questions or suggest our 
recommendations to the government and the 
government will accept and implement them.
But international advocacy is a little bit 
discouraging in this political climate. The 
international community, particularly the US 
and European countries, just believe that the 
country has changed, but in reality it hasn’t 
happened. So it is difcult to advocate.
How did you become an activist?
I was put in prison when I was 18 in Rangoon 
with my whole family, and I had to stay in 
prison for 7 years. I found a lot of injustices … 
lots of girls and women were in prison 
because of injustice.  So since then I decided 
to work on changing the political system in the 
country. When I was released from jail, we 
were hoping to have genuine transition. We 
saw some changes in the country; in the city 
we saw many new buildings and cars and 
things like that but what we heard from the 
corners of the country is that their lives hadn’t 
changed.  Then there was the violence in 
2012 … so I came into activism and I set up 
my organisation.
I mainly focus on the capacity building of 
young people in social activities, peace 
building and political activity using training, 
and also by building friendship and trust 
among young people.
What are the biggest challenges to 
gender equality in Myanmar right now?
Cultural conceptions about gender as well as 
a lack of rule of law and institutional 
discrimination. Some people say ‘it’s our 
culture!’ but in fact it’s discrimination against 
women in their daily lives. But also there is 
discriminative legislation towards women and 
a failure to promote gender equality or take 
afrmative action by the government.
The new Race and Religion Laws have 
been branded sexist. What specic 
dangers do they pose to women?
The Buddhist Women’s Special Marriage Law 
means women cannot marry whoever they 
love freely. The state is inuencing the women 
and personal, individual feelings and the right 
to marry whoever they love.
If they want to marry a man from a different 
religion, they have to get permission from 
different layers of authority and community 
leaders in their towns or villages. And while 
you ask for permission, anyone, anybody 
whoever it is, can object to your application 
and the community ward administrator can 
decide whether you can marry or not.
If they marry, both bride and groom can be 
jailed for three years.  It’s not just discrimina-
tion against religious communities but also 
criminalisation of, and interference in 
individual fundamental rights by the state 
towards the women.
Lots of Muslim candidates have been 
excluded from running in the November 
election, including your father Kyaw Min. 
Can you talk about the implications of that?
My father and many other Rohingya candidates 
were eligible in the 2010 elections and 1990 
elections. But when they tried to register for 
this election, the election commission asked 
them to show the documents of their great, 
great grandparents, evidence that they were 
living in, or were citizens of this country.
It’s just discrimination against those 
candidates based on their religion. No other 
candidates in Burma, particularly not 
Buddhists, need to show these documents.
It’s killing the voice of the minority, particu-
larly the Rohingya and other Muslims, and is 
totally excluding them from the political 
process. It’s so shocking for us because it’s 
happening in democracy, or in so-called 
democracy.
Who do you hope will win the election?
We have no choice. We want a more 
democratic government so we expect the NLD 
will win, we hope. If we have a more 
democratic government we believe we can 
have more options.
The NLD have kept very quiet on the 
issue of the Rohingya, do you think if 
they get into power, they will break their 
silence and become your allies?
I don’t think they can. I mean we hope they will 
become our allies but I don’t think it will happen. 
Even in the NLD, there are a lot of racist people, 
so it will be hard. But what we hope is if we 
have a more democratic government we can 
have more chances to talk, to dialogue and to 
express our voices.
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             At the end of August 
2015, Myanmar’s President 
signed off on the last of four 
controversial bills dubbed the 
Race and Religion Protection 
Laws. The legislation was 
drafted by a hardline Buddhist 
group called Ma Ba Tha and has 
been condemned by rights groups, 
including Amnesty International, 
who say that it will be used to 
target religious minorities.
The laws are the latest setback to Myanmar’s 
nascent political reform process, and reect a 
rising wave of Buddhist nationalism that has 
largely targeted the country’s Muslim minority. 
Bouts of rioting led by Buddhists have left 
hundreds dead and tens of thousands 
displaced since mid-2012. Most of the victims 
are Rohingya Muslims, a long-persecuted 
minority of roughly one million based in 
coastal Rakhine state.
While increasing hate speech by prominent 
monks has targeted all of Myanmar’s Muslims, 
the ethnically distinct Rohingya have suffered 
the brunt of increasing ultra-nationalist 
sentiment. Over 100,000 displaced Rohingya 
live under a system resembling Apartheid, 
separated from the Buddhist population and 
barred from traveling beyond barbed-wire 
checkpoints to the downtown area of Sittwe, 
Rakhine’s capital.
Inside the camps, many lack basic healthcare, 
education and job prospects. The persecution 
has pushed tens of thousands of Rohingya in 
Rakhine to ee the country in dangerous, 
overloaded boats. The plight of Rohingya 
refugees received global attention when a 
crackdown on people smugglers by Thai 
authorities scared many trafckers into 
abandoning their boats at sea, leaving 
thousands of Rohingya and Bangladeshi 
migrants stranded.
In November, millions in Myanmar, which is 
also known as Burma, went to the polls for 
what has been billed as a historic general 
election. It is the rst that the opposition 
National League for Democracy (NLD) party 
has agreed to contest for 25 years, and the 
rst since the military junta stepped aside for 
a semi-civilian government in 2011.  But the 
Rohingya were excluded from the poll. 
In response to nationalist protest, the 
government withdrew documents called white 
cards, temporary citizenship cards that gave 
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya voting 
rights. As well as disenfranchising the large 
majority of Rohingya, authorities have 
systematically barred Muslim candidates from 
standing as members of parliament. Even the 
NLD, seen for a long time by the outside world 
as an unrelenting advocate of human rights, 
has refused to eld any Muslim candidates.
When the reform process began, the 
government  released hundreds of political 
prisoners. Among them was Wai Wai Nu 
(pictured), a young Rohingya woman who had 
served seven years of a 17-year sentence 
along with her immediate family, which 
included her father, a Rohingya politician.
But the same reform process that granted Wai 
Wai Nu her freedom also unleashed the wave 
of anti-Muslim sentiment that has only 
worsened the lot of the Rohingya. Upon her 
release from prison she founded the Women 
Peace Network Arakan and co-founded 
another group called Justice for Women.
Catalyst Asia caught up with her on Skype as 
she toured the US giving talks at universities, 
ahead of a visit to Geneva to advocate for 
recommendations to improve rights of the 
Rohingya to the United Nation’s Universal 
Periodic Review. She also scheduled to visit 
the US State Department in Washington DC, 
to call for the US to engage more with 
Myanmar’s government on human rights issues.
What are you hoping to achieve
in Geneva?
What are you hoping to achieve in Geneva?
We’ve submitted 16 recommendations about 
the situation in Rakhine state. The main ones 
are: full citizenship rights for the Rohingya, 
recognising the existence of Rohingya, and 
also eliminating discrimination for citizenship 
on the basis of ethnicity.
Those are the major ones but we also have 
recommendations on protecting freedoms in 
the Rakhine state, particularly freedom of 
movement. And we’re also calling for the 
resettlement of displaced people, voluntarily 
and with safety and dignity.
Another major recommendation is ending 
impunity of state actors, security forces, and 
also having an independent monitoring body 
for all security forces in Rakhine state.
Those are all very large goals, how much do 
you think your visit to Geneva will help?
The international climate towards Burma … it’s 
very hard to say. Now everybody is enjoying 
the euphoria of change. For us there’s very 
little hope that we can achieve this but we 
hope that in the periodical review many 
countries will ask questions or suggest our 
recommendations to the government and the 
government will accept and implement them.
But international advocacy is a little bit 
discouraging in this political climate. The 
international community, particularly the US 
and European countries, just believe that the 
country has changed, but in reality it hasn’t 
happened. So it is difcult to advocate.
How did you become an activist?
I was put in prison when I was 18 in Rangoon 
with my whole family, and I had to stay in 
prison for 7 years. I found a lot of injustices … 
lots of girls and women were in prison 
because of injustice.  So since then I decided 
to work on changing the political system in the 
country. When I was released from jail, we 
were hoping to have genuine transition. We 
saw some changes in the country; in the city 
we saw many new buildings and cars and 
things like that but what we heard from the 
corners of the country is that their lives hadn’t 
changed.  Then there was the violence in 
2012 … so I came into activism and I set up 
my organisation.
I mainly focus on the capacity building of 
young people in social activities, peace 
building and political activity using training, 
and also by building friendship and trust 
among young people.
What are the biggest challenges to 
gender equality in Myanmar right now?
Cultural conceptions about gender as well as 
a lack of rule of law and institutional 
discrimination. Some people say ‘it’s our 
culture!’ but in fact it’s discrimination against 
women in their daily lives. But also there is 
discriminative legislation towards women and 
a failure to promote gender equality or take 
afrmative action by the government.
The new Race and Religion Laws have 
been branded sexist. What specic 
dangers do they pose to women?
The Buddhist Women’s Special Marriage Law 
means women cannot marry whoever they 
love freely. The state is inuencing the women 
and personal, individual feelings and the right 
to marry whoever they love.
If they want to marry a man from a different 
religion, they have to get permission from 
different layers of authority and community 
leaders in their towns or villages. And while 
you ask for permission, anyone, anybody 
whoever it is, can object to your application 
and the community ward administrator can 
decide whether you can marry or not.
If they marry, both bride and groom can be 
jailed for three years.  It’s not just discrimina-
tion against religious communities but also 
criminalisation of, and interference in 
individual fundamental rights by the state 
towards the women.
Lots of Muslim candidates have been 
excluded from running in the November 
election, including your father Kyaw Min. 
Can you talk about the implications of that?
My father and many other Rohingya candidates 
were eligible in the 2010 elections and 1990 
elections. But when they tried to register for 
this election, the election commission asked 
them to show the documents of their great, 
great grandparents, evidence that they were 
living in, or were citizens of this country.
It’s just discrimination against those 
candidates based on their religion. No other 
candidates in Burma, particularly not 
Buddhists, need to show these documents.
It’s killing the voice of the minority, particu-
larly the Rohingya and other Muslims, and is 
totally excluding them from the political 
process. It’s so shocking for us because it’s 
happening in democracy, or in so-called 
democracy.
Who do you hope will win the election?
We have no choice. We want a more 
democratic government so we expect the NLD 
will win, we hope. If we have a more 
democratic government we believe we can 
have more options.
The NLD have kept very quiet on the 
issue of the Rohingya, do you think if 
they get into power, they will break their 
silence and become your allies?
I don’t think they can. I mean we hope they will 
become our allies but I don’t think it will happen. 
Even in the NLD, there are a lot of racist people, 
so it will be hard. But what we hope is if we 
have a more democratic government we can 
have more chances to talk, to dialogue and to 
express our voices.
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Wai Wai Nu, the tenacious founder of the Women Peace Network Arakan, who was a political prisoner for 7 years. 
(Photo courtesy of Charlotte England) 
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WANT TO HELP, 
WILL TRAVEL
Twelve, tragedies, and tourism: these three 
T-words together might not make much sense 
to you—until you get to know April Cuenca, 
and her startup Fliptrip.PH.
In 2014, Fliptrip.PH was selected as one of the 
top ten tech startups to receive early-stage 
funding from IdeaSpace Foundation, a local 
startup incubator and accelerator. But April’s 
business —a simplied online travel planning 
and booking platform for off-the-beaten path 
destinations isn’t just a sound business. There 
is a mission that drives her. 
A Bachelor of Science Tourism undergraduate 
from the University of the Philippines, the 
young entrepreneur had worked as a tour 
guide, managed logistics for a travel show, 
and later worked as a tour operations 
consultant. During these times, April bore 
witness to an unsettling reality in the 
Philippines. April shares the journey she has 
since taken to address the unease:
What inspired you to start Fliptrip.PH, 
and why you chose the advocacy of 
spurring tourism in the Philippines?
Oddly enough, my love for travel and tourism 
comes from reacting to how our country is 
always plagued by typhoons. When I was 12, 
I would watch on the news how even after a 
week, there were communities that did not 
receive any rescue aid or relief. This was 
mainly because the access to those areas 
often become too dangerous, or were 
non-existent to begin with. 
I wondered: how can we help 
communities like these help 
themselves and improve the 
infrastructure so that government 
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agencies have better access?  I 
promised myself that one day, I 
would do something about that.
I realised that through tourism, you can help 
build certain communities like these up; 
because the trickle -down effect of tourism 
can help communities to develop their own 
infrastructure (better structures, etc.). By 
helping smaller tourism communities to 
grow, we can help them to have more 
inclusive kind of growth, by creating more 
job opportunities for the locals to earn and 
generate more income for themselves. 
When you think about it, when you travel, to 
whom does your money go? It goes to your 
resort or your hostel, to your tour guide, 
your surf instructor, your boatman that took 
you to that next island, that restaurant or 
small eatery where you had your lunch, to 
that driver that took you to the next 
attraction. Your entire experience in a 
destination is made up and tied together by 
all these people, and you affect every single 
one of them by visiting their community, 
their home.
What would you say is the biggest 
challenge of the tourism sector here in 
the country? What hurdles do small 
businesses in the tourism sector face?
At rst it was the lack of awareness of the 
different destinations, but social media has 
helped to spur more interest towards the 
smaller destinations. Today, the biggest hurdle 
is that access to the destinations tends to be 
expensive and strenuous, that small businesses 
are pushed to create value on their own to 
justify the expense of the traveller to their home. 
However, with the lack of capital and, 
oftentimes, training, they are often left 
ill-equipped and lacking in skills to provide a 
comfortable stay and experience for the vast 
market. Therefore, the challenge now is 
actually to help our partners nd cheap, yet 
effective, ways to improve the quality of their 
services and facilities, whilst nding ways to 
create their own unique identities.
How do you see Fliptrip.PH changing 
the tourism industry in the Philippines? 
How would Fliptrip.PH dene success in 
terms of impact?
At FlipTrip.PH, we like to promote responsible 
tourism and the smaller businesses in 
off-the-beaten-path destinations. We want to 
affect change in the way people travel and 
where they travel too. We aim to see more 
conscientious and experiential travellers 
exploring the Philippines, and experiencing 
the uniqueness of each of our destinations. 
By changing the way people travel, we can 
change the way destinations are shaped. 
Locals tend to develop their communities for 
tourism based on the demands of its market. 
By bringing more responsible tourists and 
exposing locals to this kind of ideal for 
travellers, we hope that we can empower and 
encourage them to develop their destinations 
in sustainable ways.
You imply that there is a problem of 
irresponsible tourism here in the 
country. Care to expound?
Irresponsible tourism is shaping the 
development of tourism communities based on 
selsh needs, with little regard to the 
limitations of the environment or the 
sensitivities of the local communities. For 
example, having hundreds of people inside a 
cave at the same time, when there should be 
only a few groups of 15 moving inside in a 
circuit instead. It is failure to practice 
something as basic as the environmental 
principles and respecting nature.
There is also the lack of respect for the value 
of money for others as compared to how you 
value it. People haggle their hearts out just to 
feel like they’ve gotten a bargain. 50 pesos 
(roughly two Singaporean dollars) is not the 
same for us as it is for a simple boatman, for 
instance. For many of them, it’s the difference 
between a meal they can give their family or a 
meal they can have with their family.
What is the extent of irresponsible 
tourism and how has FlipTrip.PH sought 
to address this?
Little by little, through our content campaigns 
and reminders, we do our best to help 
promote responsible travel to our clients and 
followers. We also work with the local 
governments to help empower our partners 
and their stakeholders to take ownership of 
the tourism development in their respective 
communities. We make them aware that they 
can say “no”.
About the Founder
April Cuenca is a founder of FlipTrip.PH, which is 
one of the top ten startup companies to win in the 
IdeaSpace Foundation’s startup competition in 
2014. April’s travels have taken her to 50 of the 
81 provinces of the Philippines, and her biggest 
passion is helping others discover and explore 
her motherland.
Fliptrip.PH is a simplied online travel planning 
and booking platform for off-the-beaten path 
destinations. The company’s mission is to address 
the lack of ease and accessibility in trip planning 
and booking, thus improving the Philippine travel 
experience for every explorer and adventurer. 
They aim to help small businesses in local 
communities grow by stimulating economic 
development through tourism—providing locals 
opportunities to build better infrastructure and 
facilities within their province.
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Twelve, tragedies, and tourism: these three 
T-words together might not make much sense 
to you—until you get to know April Cuenca, 
and her startup Fliptrip.PH.
In 2014, Fliptrip.PH was selected as one of the 
top ten tech startups to receive early-stage 
funding from IdeaSpace Foundation, a local 
startup incubator and accelerator. But April’s 
business —a simplied online travel planning 
and booking platform for off-the-beaten path 
destinations isn’t just a sound business. There 
is a mission that drives her. 
A Bachelor of Science Tourism undergraduate 
from the University of the Philippines, the 
young entrepreneur had worked as a tour 
guide, managed logistics for a travel show, 
and later worked as a tour operations 
consultant. During these times, April bore 
witness to an unsettling reality in the 
Philippines. April shares the journey she has 
since taken to address the unease:
What inspired you to start Fliptrip.PH, 
and why you chose the advocacy of 
spurring tourism in the Philippines?
Oddly enough, my love for travel and tourism 
comes from reacting to how our country is 
always plagued by typhoons. When I was 12, 
I would watch on the news how even after a 
week, there were communities that did not 
receive any rescue aid or relief. This was 
mainly because the access to those areas 
often become too dangerous, or were 
non-existent to begin with. 
I wondered: how can we help 
communities like these help 
themselves and improve the 
infrastructure so that government 
COFFEE AGAINST 
CULTURAL 
COLONISATION
From shoes to coffee: the unlikely twin passions that branding and 
design expert Brian Tenorio has made strides in during his industrious 
career, and continues to stay inspired to do more.
In 2014, Tenorio ventured into the coffee business. But it was not simply to 
jostle for a piece of the market already packed with established names such 
as Starbucks, Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf, and Seattle’s Best in the Philippines.  
Just as Tenorio’s passion for designing shoes was not about shoe design per se. 
Hailing from Marikina, a city renowned for its high-quality shoes, 
Tenorio’s dream was to help the trade which was being killed by 
cheaper, low quality, imported footwear. He has been a strong 
advocate of Marikina’s shoemaking industry for years.
Explaining how the shoes were just a means to an end, Tenorio said his goal 
is always ultimately about social development. That was how he saw Coffee 
– the next opportunity to help him towards his goal of social development.  
That was how KKK Coffee was born. The inspiration for “KKK Coffee” 
was the revolutionary society which fought for Philippine’s 
Independence from Spain: Samahang Kataastaasan, Kagalanggalang 
Katipunan ng mga Anak ng Bayan  (also known as the Supreme and 
Most Honorable Society of the Children of the Nation). 
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agencies have better access?  I 
promised myself that one day, I 
would do something about that.
I realised that through tourism, you can help 
build certain communities like these up; 
because the trickle -down effect of tourism 
can help communities to develop their own 
infrastructure (better structures, etc.). By 
helping smaller tourism communities to 
grow, we can help them to have more 
inclusive kind of growth, by creating more 
job opportunities for the locals to earn and 
generate more income for themselves. 
When you think about it, when you travel, to 
whom does your money go? It goes to your 
resort or your hostel, to your tour guide, 
your surf instructor, your boatman that took 
you to that next island, that restaurant or 
small eatery where you had your lunch, to 
that driver that took you to the next 
attraction. Your entire experience in a 
destination is made up and tied together by 
all these people, and you affect every single 
one of them by visiting their community, 
their home.
What would you say is the biggest 
challenge of the tourism sector here in 
the country? What hurdles do small 
businesses in the tourism sector face?
At rst it was the lack of awareness of the 
different destinations, but social media has 
helped to spur more interest towards the 
smaller destinations. Today, the biggest hurdle 
is that access to the destinations tends to be 
expensive and strenuous, that small businesses 
are pushed to create value on their own to 
justify the expense of the traveller to their home. 
However, with the lack of capital and, 
oftentimes, training, they are often left 
ill-equipped and lacking in skills to provide a 
comfortable stay and experience for the vast 
market. Therefore, the challenge now is 
actually to help our partners nd cheap, yet 
effective, ways to improve the quality of their 
services and facilities, whilst nding ways to 
create their own unique identities.
How do you see Fliptrip.PH changing 
the tourism industry in the Philippines? 
How would Fliptrip.PH dene success in 
terms of impact?
At FlipTrip.PH, we like to promote responsible 
tourism and the smaller businesses in 
off-the-beaten-path destinations. We want to 
affect change in the way people travel and 
where they travel too. We aim to see more 
conscientious and experiential travellers 
exploring the Philippines, and experiencing 
the uniqueness of each of our destinations. 
By changing the way people travel, we can 
change the way destinations are shaped. 
Locals tend to develop their communities for 
tourism based on the demands of its market. 
By bringing more responsible tourists and 
exposing locals to this kind of ideal for 
travellers, we hope that we can empower and 
encourage them to develop their destinations 
in sustainable ways.
You imply that there is a problem of 
irresponsible tourism here in the 
country. Care to expound?
Irresponsible tourism is shaping the 
development of tourism communities based on 
selsh needs, with little regard to the 
limitations of the environment or the 
sensitivities of the local communities. For 
example, having hundreds of people inside a 
cave at the same time, when there should be 
only a few groups of 15 moving inside in a 
circuit instead. It is failure to practice 
something as basic as the environmental 
principles and respecting nature.
There is also the lack of respect for the value 
of money for others as compared to how you 
value it. People haggle their hearts out just to 
feel like they’ve gotten a bargain. 50 pesos 
(roughly two Singaporean dollars) is not the 
same for us as it is for a simple boatman, for 
instance. For many of them, it’s the difference 
between a meal they can give their family or a 
meal they can have with their family.
What is the extent of irresponsible 
tourism and how has FlipTrip.PH sought 
to address this?
Little by little, through our content campaigns 
and reminders, we do our best to help 
promote responsible travel to our clients and 
followers. We also work with the local 
governments to help empower our partners 
and their stakeholders to take ownership of 
the tourism development in their respective 
communities. We make them aware that they 
can say “no”.
About the Founder
April Cuenca is a founder of FlipTrip.PH, which is 
one of the top ten startup companies to win in the 
IdeaSpace Foundation’s startup competition in 
2014. April’s travels have taken her to 50 of the 
81 provinces of the Philippines, and her biggest 
passion is helping others discover and explore 
her motherland.
Fliptrip.PH is a simplied online travel planning 
and booking platform for off-the-beaten path 
destinations. The company’s mission is to address 
the lack of ease and accessibility in trip planning 
and booking, thus improving the Philippine travel 
experience for every explorer and adventurer. 
They aim to help small businesses in local 
communities grow by stimulating economic 
development through tourism—providing locals 
opportunities to build better infrastructure and 
facilities within their province.
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You've been a shoe designer and a branding consultant. 
Why did you decide to venture into food, in particular, coffee?
It wasn’t really a decision but a turn of events that made coffee happen 
in my life. Before KKK Coffee, I was asked by a social entrepreneur, 
Jamir Ocampo, to partner with him for a high end tea brand – that 
became Tsaa Daloy. This was in November of 2013. By December, 
we were packing the tea bags ourselves and I was very much into 
experiencing tea personally. 
But by January 2014 while having dinner in Cubao, I mentioned to 
Jamir that coffee was more exciting to me, and that maybe we could 
do a Filipino brand. We were with another friend then, Petot Namoc, 
who was also active in a social enterprise for coffee. In that same 
dinner, we thought of dressing up our baristas differently with fabric 
head wraps and some of those Filipinania ligree work – until we all 
started to think, KKK! 
Coffee has a special place in my heart because 
it is one of those products that has a social 
dimension to its character, and in the Philippines, 
vivid social dynamic. 
Since I did not come from a professional background in food or food 
services, my approach was via design and branding. I felt that 
everyone was selling Philippine coffee beans but preparing them all 
the same way as with the West: espresso-based, Starbucks-ish, and 
third-wave-esque. So our Filipino-ness in coffee, stopped with the 
beans. With KKK Coffee, we are Filipino beyond beans – it is in the 
way we prepare our coffee and in our recipes (Kapeng Ginto, Kapeng 
Pandan, Kapeng Salabat, among our other trademarked offerings). 
We've always been very confused about our identity – the 
question of what truly makes us Filipino has always been a 
subject of debate. Coffee itself did not originate from the 
Philippines. Coffee was brought here hundreds of years 
back. How do you reconcile these with your objective to put 
the spotlight on coffee as part of our identity and culture? 
When does something ultimately become Filipino?
Something is or becomes Filipino when made/designed/crafted by a 
Filipino. This criterion makes it easier to claim some form of ownership 
of products and ideas created by Filipinos from the diaspora, a 
phenomenon very much real currently, and should be applied more 
often to so many things – from public policy to spaghetti, and yes, 
coffee. This way, the take [of what is Filipino] is development-oriented. 
Admittedly, Philippine culture is much inuenced by Western 
culture. It’s not a small hurdle you’re facing in terms of 
changing that. Which do you think would work best: 
appealing to the masses, or being "aspirational"?
This question made me smile a bit because “mass” and “aspirational” 
would not usually be considered a dichotomy, but more often come about 
as the latter describing the former in most situations here in the Philippines.
I will say though that I’ve always believed that the best products are 
the ones that can be enjoyed by the most number of people. My brand 
of design, and fortunately for my career in this country, [is] the 
Philippines’ brand of doing things (from an international perspective). This 
eventually became the take-off point for KKK Coffee and our company’s 
primary tagline: “Kape para sa lahat.” (“Coffee for all” in Filipino). 
I felt that most Filipinos like their coffee a certain way and that is 
usually not anywhere near espresso-based. They like their coffee sweet 
and creamy, usually more palatable paired with something else like 
sweet bread or slightly salted (like Pan de Sal). So we aligned our 
brand themes to this idea and also tried to stay as far away as 
possible from most third wave endeavours in coffee in this country. 
In a way, we’ve taken to providing an alternative to what everyone else 
thinks everyone else is into. Think of it as sweet spaghetti – previously 
considered to be inferior to pasta from its origins in Europe, but now a 
recipe exported around the world by one of our major Filipino 
fast-food brands. I think the tides are turning and people are now 
looking more inward than outward. And I’d like to believe that we at 
KKK Coffee are trying to re-dene “aspirational” as being better versions 
of our Filipino selves via coffee.
You say you're exporting coffee culture - the experience, 
rather than the product. Isn't that a form of thought 
colonization as well? By pushing our culture to other 
communities, isn't that an attempt to change their
culture too?
I think colonisation, in any form, is based on the premise that one 
culture/entity is superior to another or that there is some fundamental 
premise of correctness and destiny in forcing one’s culture onto a 
population. But coffee is not that way. Coffee is warm charm. Coffee is 
soft power via people’s palates.
And with that, what I’ve always been emphasising is how KKK Coffee 
is set to cater to Filipinos in the Philippines, visiting foreigners who 
would like to experience Filipino coffee while here, and to the Filipino 
diaspora all over. 
For Filipinos in the Philippines, it is that phenomenon of “lutong-bahay” 
(literally, “home-cooked” in Filipino) that we are going for. For Filipinos 
abroad, it is about reminding them of home. For everyone else, KKK 
Coffee’s brews and recipes are our country’s contribution to the world 
of coffee. We are making Filipino coffee culture available to the world. 
And not just Philippine coffee beans.
Two years after, what impact have you made in the 
communities you're assisting?
It is not so much in our marketing verbiage that we discuss directly how 
we work with communities. Our suppliers and partners are the ones 
who do that. 
Our part in all of this is preparing and making available to everyone 
these great coffee bean varieties from the Philippines – not in some 
Western recipe like most espresso-based ones – but in truly authentic 
Filipino ways of preparing our great coffee. 
We present the last part of the value chain – brand and distribution – 
where we make sure that our customers experience Filipino coffee in a 
way that is…extremely Filipino. 
You rst established your branch in a mall chain which is 
known to kill a lot of small businesses in communities. Was 
this a practical move on your part? How does it align to 
your vision as a brand?
It was a practical move. We felt that if we could take on a mall, we 
would be better equipped to take on other forms of locations and 
set-ups. If the objective were to bring Filipino coffee to as many people 
as possible, a mall would be a good starting point. Plus, with the 
volume and quality of trafc a mall gets, it may be the best place for 
us to test out our theory and advocacy of “Kape para sa lahat” 
(“Filipino coffee for everyone!”) 
With regards to that insight about malls and small businesses, I’ve seen 
businesses and start-ups that worked well outside a mall. So I think that 
a business that gets killed must have not been innovative enough to be 
sustainable, because if it were not the phenomenon of malls, it would 
have been something else that would cause the end of the businesses.
Where do you see your brand in 5, 10 years from now?
(laughs out loud) I see my brand and logo by the lips of coffee 
drinkers, Filipino and otherwise, from around the world.
About
Tehran-born Filipino-American Tenorio is a Manila/New York-based design 
manager and strategic communications consultant for international 
organisations (ADB and WHO) and the corporate and social development 
sectors. His advocacy work spans Design education, LGBT in business, and 
Filipino Coffee Culture.
KKK Coffee was established in 2014, with its rst retail coffee shop set up in 
SM Marikina in December of that year. 
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From shoes to coffee: the unlikely twin passions that branding and 
design expert Brian Tenorio has made strides in during his industrious 
career, and continues to stay inspired to do more.
In 2014, Tenorio ventured into the coffee business. But it was not simply to 
jostle for a piece of the market already packed with established names such 
as Starbucks, Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf, and Seattle’s Best in the Philippines.  
Just as Tenorio’s passion for designing shoes was not about shoe design per se. 
Hailing from Marikina, a city renowned for its high-quality shoes, 
Tenorio’s dream was to help the trade which was being killed by 
cheaper, low quality, imported footwear. He has been a strong 
advocate of Marikina’s shoemaking industry for years.
Explaining how the shoes were just a means to an end, Tenorio said his goal 
is always ultimately about social development. That was how he saw Coffee 
– the next opportunity to help him towards his goal of social development.  
That was how KKK Coffee was born. The inspiration for “KKK Coffee” 
was the revolutionary society which fought for Philippine’s 
Independence from Spain: Samahang Kataastaasan, Kagalanggalang 
Katipunan ng mga Anak ng Bayan  (also known as the Supreme and 
Most Honorable Society of the Children of the Nation). 
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Before coffee, Brian Tenorio had also made  outstanding 
contributions to the shoe-making industry in the Philippines. 
You've been a shoe designer and a branding consultant. 
Why did you decide to venture into food, in particular, coffee?
It wasn’t really a decision but a turn of events that made coffee happen 
in my life. Before KKK Coffee, I was asked by a social entrepreneur, 
Jamir Ocampo, to partner with him for a high end tea brand – that 
became Tsaa Daloy. This was in November of 2013. By December, 
we were packing the tea bags ourselves and I was very much into 
experiencing tea personally. 
But by January 2014 while having dinner in Cubao, I mentioned to 
Jamir that coffee was more exciting to me, and that maybe we could 
do a Filipino brand. We were with another friend then, Petot Namoc, 
who was also active in a social enterprise for coffee. In that same 
dinner, we thought of dressing up our baristas differently with fabric 
head wraps and some of those Filipinania ligree work – until we all 
started to think, KKK! 
Coffee has a special place in my heart because 
it is one of those products that has a social 
dimension to its character, and in the Philippines, 
vivid social dynamic. 
Since I did not come from a professional background in food or food 
services, my approach was via design and branding. I felt that 
everyone was selling Philippine coffee beans but preparing them all 
the same way as with the West: espresso-based, Starbucks-ish, and 
third-wave-esque. So our Filipino-ness in coffee, stopped with the 
beans. With KKK Coffee, we are Filipino beyond beans – it is in the 
way we prepare our coffee and in our recipes (Kapeng Ginto, Kapeng 
Pandan, Kapeng Salabat, among our other trademarked offerings). 
We've always been very confused about our identity – the 
question of what truly makes us Filipino has always been a 
subject of debate. Coffee itself did not originate from the 
Philippines. Coffee was brought here hundreds of years 
back. How do you reconcile these with your objective to put 
the spotlight on coffee as part of our identity and culture? 
When does something ultimately become Filipino?
Something is or becomes Filipino when made/designed/crafted by a 
Filipino. This criterion makes it easier to claim some form of ownership 
of products and ideas created by Filipinos from the diaspora, a 
phenomenon very much real currently, and should be applied more 
often to so many things – from public policy to spaghetti, and yes, 
coffee. This way, the take [of what is Filipino] is development-oriented. 
Admittedly, Philippine culture is much inuenced by Western 
culture. It’s not a small hurdle you’re facing in terms of 
changing that. Which do you think would work best: 
appealing to the masses, or being "aspirational"?
This question made me smile a bit because “mass” and “aspirational” 
would not usually be considered a dichotomy, but more often come about 
as the latter describing the former in most situations here in the Philippines.
I will say though that I’ve always believed that the best products are 
the ones that can be enjoyed by the most number of people. My brand 
of design, and fortunately for my career in this country, [is] the 
Philippines’ brand of doing things (from an international perspective). This 
eventually became the take-off point for KKK Coffee and our company’s 
primary tagline: “Kape para sa lahat.” (“Coffee for all” in Filipino). 
I felt that most Filipinos like their coffee a certain way and that is 
usually not anywhere near espresso-based. They like their coffee sweet 
and creamy, usually more palatable paired with something else like 
sweet bread or slightly salted (like Pan de Sal). So we aligned our 
brand themes to this idea and also tried to stay as far away as 
possible from most third wave endeavours in coffee in this country. 
In a way, we’ve taken to providing an alternative to what everyone else 
thinks everyone else is into. Think of it as sweet spaghetti – previously 
considered to be inferior to pasta from its origins in Europe, but now a 
recipe exported around the world by one of our major Filipino 
fast-food brands. I think the tides are turning and people are now 
looking more inward than outward. And I’d like to believe that we at 
KKK Coffee are trying to re-dene “aspirational” as being better versions 
of our Filipino selves via coffee.
You say you're exporting coffee culture - the experience, 
rather than the product. Isn't that a form of thought 
colonization as well? By pushing our culture to other 
communities, isn't that an attempt to change their
culture too?
I think colonisation, in any form, is based on the premise that one 
culture/entity is superior to another or that there is some fundamental 
premise of correctness and destiny in forcing one’s culture onto a 
population. But coffee is not that way. Coffee is warm charm. Coffee is 
soft power via people’s palates.
And with that, what I’ve always been emphasising is how KKK Coffee 
is set to cater to Filipinos in the Philippines, visiting foreigners who 
would like to experience Filipino coffee while here, and to the Filipino 
diaspora all over. 
For Filipinos in the Philippines, it is that phenomenon of “lutong-bahay” 
(literally, “home-cooked” in Filipino) that we are going for. For Filipinos 
abroad, it is about reminding them of home. For everyone else, KKK 
Coffee’s brews and recipes are our country’s contribution to the world 
of coffee. We are making Filipino coffee culture available to the world. 
And not just Philippine coffee beans.
Two years after, what impact have you made in the 
communities you're assisting?
It is not so much in our marketing verbiage that we discuss directly how 
we work with communities. Our suppliers and partners are the ones 
who do that. 
Our part in all of this is preparing and making available to everyone 
these great coffee bean varieties from the Philippines – not in some 
Western recipe like most espresso-based ones – but in truly authentic 
Filipino ways of preparing our great coffee. 
We present the last part of the value chain – brand and distribution – 
where we make sure that our customers experience Filipino coffee in a 
way that is…extremely Filipino. 
You rst established your branch in a mall chain which is 
known to kill a lot of small businesses in communities. Was 
this a practical move on your part? How does it align to 
your vision as a brand?
It was a practical move. We felt that if we could take on a mall, we 
would be better equipped to take on other forms of locations and 
set-ups. If the objective were to bring Filipino coffee to as many people 
as possible, a mall would be a good starting point. Plus, with the 
volume and quality of trafc a mall gets, it may be the best place for 
us to test out our theory and advocacy of “Kape para sa lahat” 
(“Filipino coffee for everyone!”) 
With regards to that insight about malls and small businesses, I’ve seen 
businesses and start-ups that worked well outside a mall. So I think that 
a business that gets killed must have not been innovative enough to be 
sustainable, because if it were not the phenomenon of malls, it would 
have been something else that would cause the end of the businesses.
Where do you see your brand in 5, 10 years from now?
(laughs out loud) I see my brand and logo by the lips of coffee 
drinkers, Filipino and otherwise, from around the world.
About
Tehran-born Filipino-American Tenorio is a Manila/New York-based design 
manager and strategic communications consultant for international 
organisations (ADB and WHO) and the corporate and social development 
sectors. His advocacy work spans Design education, LGBT in business, and 
Filipino Coffee Culture.
KKK Coffee was established in 2014, with its rst retail coffee shop set up in 
SM Marikina in December of that year. 
From shoes to coffee: the unlikely twin passions that branding and 
design expert Brian Tenorio has made strides in during his industrious 
career, and continues to stay inspired to do more.
In 2014, Tenorio ventured into the coffee business. But it was not simply to 
jostle for a piece of the market already packed with established names such 
as Starbucks, Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf, and Seattle’s Best in the Philippines.  
Just as Tenorio’s passion for designing shoes was not about shoe design per se. 
Hailing from Marikina, a city renowned for its high-quality shoes, 
Tenorio’s dream was to help the trade which was being killed by 
cheaper, low quality, imported footwear. He has been a strong 
advocate of Marikina’s shoemaking industry for years.
Explaining how the shoes were just a means to an end, Tenorio said his goal 
is always ultimately about social development. That was how he saw Coffee 
– the next opportunity to help him towards his goal of social development.  
That was how KKK Coffee was born. The inspiration for “KKK Coffee” 
was the revolutionary society which fought for Philippine’s 
Independence from Spain: Samahang Kataastaasan, Kagalanggalang 
Katipunan ng mga Anak ng Bayan  (also known as the Supreme and 
Most Honorable Society of the Children of the Nation). 
EMPOWERING 
ENERGY FOR ALL
While some countries in the region have already made signicant 
strides to manage the energy crisis, others still face the immense 
challenge of nding accessible and cost-effective answers. 
To date, majority of the world’s energy poor live in 
Asia and the Pacific—that’s more than 600 million 
people with no access to grid electricity and nearly 
2 billion who still burn wood, dung and crop waste 
for heat. 
The Energy for All Programme hopes to change that. 
The project, under the Asian Development Bank (ADB), envisions an 
ideal universe where capital ows freely from both public and private 
sectors to nance and support the development of clean energy, giving 
a solution to the world’s energy poor. Yet the reality is that private 
nancial institutions, which have the capacity to provide resources 
towards this goal, have their interests and priorities elsewhere. This 
means there is a severe lack of investors willing to fund technologies 
that can help address the energy crisis. 
At an investor forum for the Energy for All Programme, Senior Climate 
Change Specialist, Jiwan Acharya talks about the impact that their 
approach to bridging the investment gap has made.
What is Energy for All Programme?
The Energy for All Programme was founded by Asian Development 
Bank as a way to maximise energy, specically for the rural poor, and 
to strengthen the Bank’s portfolio of energy access projects.
It helps develop projects that are geared towards affordable, modern 
and clean energy. This includes household access to electricity from 
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renewable energy technologies such as micro-hydro, solar, biomass, 
and small wind power, as well as access to clean cooking fuel, such as 
LPG or biogas from livestock manure.
Why focus on energy?
We have been talking about energy access for so long—we don’t have 
to justify that it’s important. It’s part of the countries’ plans and 
policies, yet there is still a huge number of people without access. But 
there is now a global push, coming in the shape of the Sustainable 
Energy for All Initiative (SE4All), and the linked Sustainable 
Development Goal 7, to transform the way we use and consume 
energy, and achieve universal energy access. 
But what exactly can Energy for All do for the sector? 
In the energy access space, the Programme has developed a 
programmatic approach to bridge the investment gap, which we 
believe the private sector can address. 
It will cost $45 billion in annual investments to achieve universal 
energy access by 2030. Currently, the combined annual contributions 
of multilateral development banks, government agencies and the private 
sector amount to $9 billion. This means that there is a $36 billion 
investment gap that has to be met. And that’s what the Energy for All 
Programme wants to address—by looking for private sector players who 
can provide human, material and nancial resources that will get viable 
projects off the ground and provide real solutions for the energy poor. 
How do you go about seeking investors and projects? 
We developed Energy for All’s Project Development Facility (PDF) as a 
platform to incubate business models from ideation to sustainability, 
and it helps rene start-ups into bankable investment opportunities. To 
date, we have conducted business development workshops and 
investor forums in countries including Indonesia, Nepal, India, 
Myanmar and the Philippines. 
We’ve also partnered with development programmes such as Private 
Financing Advisory Network-Asia (PFAN Asia) and New Ventures India 
to identify promising clean energy projects at an early stage. This 
allows us to provide mentoring for the development of a business plan, 
investment pitch, and growth strategy to signicantly enhance the 
possibility of nancial closure.
Do you follow a process to determine viable projects? 
Energy for All, through the Project Development Facility (PDF), works 
with several key partners or integrators to identify business models that 
exhibit high potential.   
SELCO Solar Pvt. Ltd, for example, is a social enterprise that helps 
identify and groom grassroots level micro-entrepreneurs.  
New Ventures India is another partner that helps identify companies 
working in clean energy access across Asia and extends support that 
includes nding investors and integrating them with the Asian 
Development Bank’s own infrastructure projects and scale-up 
operations. Meanwhile, the Private Financing Network-Asia (PFAN 
Asia) aids in securing energy access enterprise investments. 
What are the services offered by the PDF? 
The PDF’s services are split into two areas. The idea is to help both 
investors and clean energy companies to be more relevant to its users:
1. For Entrepreneur Services, the PDF offers customised mentoring to 
meet specic due diligence requirements, which may include detailed 
engineering designs and nancial models.  
Credit enhancement is offered as a way to increase a start-up’s 
investment worthiness. Investor matching is also provided; where 
potential companies are marketed to the PDF’s network of investors via 
investor forums, webinars or private deal ow sessions. 
2. For Investor Services, the PDF offers investment referrals which 
provide access to the exclusive database of clean energy companies. 
There is also due diligence support, and a risk sharing facility that 
reduces investor risks, to make the terms of the nancing products more 
accessible to entrepreneurs. 
Has the PDF’s programmatic approach been successful? 
There are several case studies that can be cited…
In terms of bridging the gap between clean energy companies and 
end-users, Simpa Networks is a great example. Simpa Networks, a 
company established in 2010 sought to introduce a pay-as-you-go 
model for solar energy in rural India. It  stands as a testament to the 
Programme's success. 
When it was featured in a regional investor forum in 2013, it resulted 
in a $2 million equity investment from the Asian Development Bank’s 
Private Sector Operations Department. This gave more than 60,000 
households access to prepaid and affordable solar energy solutions.
Gham Power Nepal stands as an example of how the PDF can 
supplement early-stage capital for an energy access start-up. PDF helped 
with the design of its rst mini-grid venture, which had the potential to 
empower rural economic development and, should the company succeed, 
transition from being a vendor to a project developer. 
On the ipside, the PDF can also bring together private investors and 
clean energy companies, as in the case of the ERM Low Carbon 
Enterprise Fund which needed help in expediting the due diligence 
process, and sourcing board approval for E-Hands Energy, a mini-grid 
company based in India. 
When it comes to bridging investors and capital markets, the PDF helped 
Maanaveeya, an Indian development nancing institution, implement a 
credit enhancement scheme that works to de-risk clean energy investments 
and encourage investors to fund clean energy companies. 
What other notable milestones has the Energy for All 
Programme been able to achieve since it began?
Since it started in 2009, the Programme has been able to provide 1.62 
million households with electricity, improve electricity service in about 
600,000 homes, and facilitate the switchover of 270,000 households 
to improved cookstoves. 
The success of the Project Development Facility has led the UN to adopt it 
for the global Sustainable Energy for All Programme, in support of projects in 
renewable energy, energy efciency as well as energy access.
You've been a shoe designer and a branding consultant. 
Why did you decide to venture into food, in particular, coffee?
It wasn’t really a decision but a turn of events that made coffee happen 
in my life. Before KKK Coffee, I was asked by a social entrepreneur, 
Jamir Ocampo, to partner with him for a high end tea brand – that 
became Tsaa Daloy. This was in November of 2013. By December, 
we were packing the tea bags ourselves and I was very much into 
experiencing tea personally. 
But by January 2014 while having dinner in Cubao, I mentioned to 
Jamir that coffee was more exciting to me, and that maybe we could 
do a Filipino brand. We were with another friend then, Petot Namoc, 
who was also active in a social enterprise for coffee. In that same 
dinner, we thought of dressing up our baristas differently with fabric 
head wraps and some of those Filipinania ligree work – until we all 
started to think, KKK! 
Coffee has a special place in my heart because 
it is one of those products that has a social 
dimension to its character, and in the Philippines, 
vivid social dynamic. 
Since I did not come from a professional background in food or food 
services, my approach was via design and branding. I felt that 
everyone was selling Philippine coffee beans but preparing them all 
the same way as with the West: espresso-based, Starbucks-ish, and 
third-wave-esque. So our Filipino-ness in coffee, stopped with the 
beans. With KKK Coffee, we are Filipino beyond beans – it is in the 
way we prepare our coffee and in our recipes (Kapeng Ginto, Kapeng 
Pandan, Kapeng Salabat, among our other trademarked offerings). 
We've always been very confused about our identity – the 
question of what truly makes us Filipino has always been a 
subject of debate. Coffee itself did not originate from the 
Philippines. Coffee was brought here hundreds of years 
back. How do you reconcile these with your objective to put 
the spotlight on coffee as part of our identity and culture? 
When does something ultimately become Filipino?
Something is or becomes Filipino when made/designed/crafted by a 
Filipino. This criterion makes it easier to claim some form of ownership 
of products and ideas created by Filipinos from the diaspora, a 
phenomenon very much real currently, and should be applied more 
often to so many things – from public policy to spaghetti, and yes, 
coffee. This way, the take [of what is Filipino] is development-oriented. 
Admittedly, Philippine culture is much inuenced by Western 
culture. It’s not a small hurdle you’re facing in terms of 
changing that. Which do you think would work best: 
appealing to the masses, or being "aspirational"?
This question made me smile a bit because “mass” and “aspirational” 
would not usually be considered a dichotomy, but more often come about 
as the latter describing the former in most situations here in the Philippines.
I will say though that I’ve always believed that the best products are 
the ones that can be enjoyed by the most number of people. My brand 
of design, and fortunately for my career in this country, [is] the 
Philippines’ brand of doing things (from an international perspective). This 
eventually became the take-off point for KKK Coffee and our company’s 
primary tagline: “Kape para sa lahat.” (“Coffee for all” in Filipino). 
I felt that most Filipinos like their coffee a certain way and that is 
usually not anywhere near espresso-based. They like their coffee sweet 
and creamy, usually more palatable paired with something else like 
sweet bread or slightly salted (like Pan de Sal). So we aligned our 
brand themes to this idea and also tried to stay as far away as 
possible from most third wave endeavours in coffee in this country. 
In a way, we’ve taken to providing an alternative to what everyone else 
thinks everyone else is into. Think of it as sweet spaghetti – previously 
considered to be inferior to pasta from its origins in Europe, but now a 
recipe exported around the world by one of our major Filipino 
fast-food brands. I think the tides are turning and people are now 
looking more inward than outward. And I’d like to believe that we at 
KKK Coffee are trying to re-dene “aspirational” as being better versions 
of our Filipino selves via coffee.
You say you're exporting coffee culture - the experience, 
rather than the product. Isn't that a form of thought 
colonization as well? By pushing our culture to other 
communities, isn't that an attempt to change their
culture too?
I think colonisation, in any form, is based on the premise that one 
culture/entity is superior to another or that there is some fundamental 
premise of correctness and destiny in forcing one’s culture onto a 
population. But coffee is not that way. Coffee is warm charm. Coffee is 
soft power via people’s palates.
And with that, what I’ve always been emphasising is how KKK Coffee 
is set to cater to Filipinos in the Philippines, visiting foreigners who 
would like to experience Filipino coffee while here, and to the Filipino 
diaspora all over. 
For Filipinos in the Philippines, it is that phenomenon of “lutong-bahay” 
(literally, “home-cooked” in Filipino) that we are going for. For Filipinos 
abroad, it is about reminding them of home. For everyone else, KKK 
Coffee’s brews and recipes are our country’s contribution to the world 
of coffee. We are making Filipino coffee culture available to the world. 
And not just Philippine coffee beans.
Two years after, what impact have you made in the 
communities you're assisting?
It is not so much in our marketing verbiage that we discuss directly how 
we work with communities. Our suppliers and partners are the ones 
who do that. 
Our part in all of this is preparing and making available to everyone 
these great coffee bean varieties from the Philippines – not in some 
Western recipe like most espresso-based ones – but in truly authentic 
Filipino ways of preparing our great coffee. 
We present the last part of the value chain – brand and distribution – 
where we make sure that our customers experience Filipino coffee in a 
way that is…extremely Filipino. 
You rst established your branch in a mall chain which is 
known to kill a lot of small businesses in communities. Was 
this a practical move on your part? How does it align to 
your vision as a brand?
It was a practical move. We felt that if we could take on a mall, we 
would be better equipped to take on other forms of locations and 
set-ups. If the objective were to bring Filipino coffee to as many people 
as possible, a mall would be a good starting point. Plus, with the 
volume and quality of trafc a mall gets, it may be the best place for 
us to test out our theory and advocacy of “Kape para sa lahat” 
(“Filipino coffee for everyone!”) 
With regards to that insight about malls and small businesses, I’ve seen 
businesses and start-ups that worked well outside a mall. So I think that 
a business that gets killed must have not been innovative enough to be 
sustainable, because if it were not the phenomenon of malls, it would 
have been something else that would cause the end of the businesses.
Where do you see your brand in 5, 10 years from now?
(laughs out loud) I see my brand and logo by the lips of coffee 
drinkers, Filipino and otherwise, from around the world.
About
Tehran-born Filipino-American Tenorio is a Manila/New York-based design 
manager and strategic communications consultant for international 
organisations (ADB and WHO) and the corporate and social development 
sectors. His advocacy work spans Design education, LGBT in business, and 
Filipino Coffee Culture.
KKK Coffee was established in 2014, with its rst retail coffee shop set up in 
SM Marikina in December of that year. AC
IN THE HOT SEAT43
TEXT AND PHOTO BY JUNE JAVELOSA
PHILIPPINES
EMPOWERING ENERGY FOR ALL44 IN THE HOT SEAT 45
While some countries in the region have already made signicant 
strides to manage the energy crisis, others still face the immense 
challenge of nding accessible and cost-effective answers. 
To date, majority of the world’s energy poor live in 
Asia and the Pacific—that’s more than 600 million 
people with no access to grid electricity and nearly 
2 billion who still burn wood, dung and crop waste 
for heat. 
The Energy for All Programme hopes to change that. 
The project, under the Asian Development Bank (ADB), envisions an 
ideal universe where capital ows freely from both public and private 
sectors to nance and support the development of clean energy, giving 
a solution to the world’s energy poor. Yet the reality is that private 
nancial institutions, which have the capacity to provide resources 
towards this goal, have their interests and priorities elsewhere. This 
means there is a severe lack of investors willing to fund technologies 
that can help address the energy crisis. 
At an investor forum for the Energy for All Programme, Senior Climate 
Change Specialist, Jiwan Acharya talks about the impact that their 
approach to bridging the investment gap has made.
What is Energy for All Programme?
The Energy for All Programme was founded by Asian Development 
Bank as a way to maximise energy, specically for the rural poor, and 
to strengthen the Bank’s portfolio of energy access projects.
It helps develop projects that are geared towards affordable, modern 
and clean energy. This includes household access to electricity from 
renewable energy technologies such as micro-hydro, solar, biomass, 
and small wind power, as well as access to clean cooking fuel, such as 
LPG or biogas from livestock manure.
Why focus on energy?
We have been talking about energy access for so long—we don’t have 
to justify that it’s important. It’s part of the countries’ plans and 
policies, yet there is still a huge number of people without access. But 
there is now a global push, coming in the shape of the Sustainable 
Energy for All Initiative (SE4All), and the linked Sustainable 
Development Goal 7, to transform the way we use and consume 
energy, and achieve universal energy access. 
But what exactly can Energy for All do for the sector? 
In the energy access space, the Programme has developed a 
programmatic approach to bridge the investment gap, which we 
believe the private sector can address. 
It will cost $45 billion in annual investments to achieve universal 
energy access by 2030. Currently, the combined annual contributions 
of multilateral development banks, government agencies and the private 
sector amount to $9 billion. This means that there is a $36 billion 
investment gap that has to be met. And that’s what the Energy for All 
Programme wants to address—by looking for private sector players who 
can provide human, material and nancial resources that will get viable 
projects off the ground and provide real solutions for the energy poor. 
How do you go about seeking investors and projects? 
We developed Energy for All’s Project Development Facility (PDF) as a 
platform to incubate business models from ideation to sustainability, 
and it helps rene start-ups into bankable investment opportunities. To 
date, we have conducted business development workshops and 
investor forums in countries including Indonesia, Nepal, India, 
Myanmar and the Philippines. 
We’ve also partnered with development programmes such as Private 
Financing Advisory Network-Asia (PFAN Asia) and New Ventures India 
to identify promising clean energy projects at an early stage. This 
allows us to provide mentoring for the development of a business plan, 
investment pitch, and growth strategy to signicantly enhance the 
possibility of nancial closure.
Do you follow a process to determine viable projects? 
Energy for All, through the Project Development Facility (PDF), works 
with several key partners or integrators to identify business models that 
exhibit high potential.   
SELCO Solar Pvt. Ltd, for example, is a social enterprise that helps 
identify and groom grassroots level micro-entrepreneurs.  
New Ventures India is another partner that helps identify companies 
working in clean energy access across Asia and extends support that 
includes nding investors and integrating them with the Asian 
Development Bank’s own infrastructure projects and scale-up 
operations. Meanwhile, the Private Financing Network-Asia (PFAN 
Asia) aids in securing energy access enterprise investments. 
What are the services offered by the PDF? 
The PDF’s services are split into two areas. The idea is to help both 
investors and clean energy companies to be more relevant to its users:
1. For Entrepreneur Services, the PDF offers customised mentoring to 
meet specic due diligence requirements, which may include detailed 
engineering designs and nancial models.  
Credit enhancement is offered as a way to increase a start-up’s 
investment worthiness. Investor matching is also provided; where 
potential companies are marketed to the PDF’s network of investors via 
investor forums, webinars or private deal ow sessions. 
2. For Investor Services, the PDF offers investment referrals which 
provide access to the exclusive database of clean energy companies. 
There is also due diligence support, and a risk sharing facility that 
reduces investor risks, to make the terms of the nancing products more 
accessible to entrepreneurs. 
Has the PDF’s programmatic approach been successful? 
There are several case studies that can be cited…
In terms of bridging the gap between clean energy companies and 
end-users, Simpa Networks is a great example. Simpa Networks, a 
company established in 2010 sought to introduce a pay-as-you-go 
model for solar energy in rural India. It  stands as a testament to the 
Programme's success. 
When it was featured in a regional investor forum in 2013, it resulted 
in a $2 million equity investment from the Asian Development Bank’s 
Private Sector Operations Department. This gave more than 60,000 
households access to prepaid and affordable solar energy solutions.
Gham Power Nepal stands as an example of how the PDF can 
supplement early-stage capital for an energy access start-up. PDF helped 
with the design of its rst mini-grid venture, which had the potential to 
empower rural economic development and, should the company succeed, 
transition from being a vendor to a project developer. 
On the ipside, the PDF can also bring together private investors and 
clean energy companies, as in the case of the ERM Low Carbon 
Enterprise Fund which needed help in expediting the due diligence 
process, and sourcing board approval for E-Hands Energy, a mini-grid 
company based in India. 
When it comes to bridging investors and capital markets, the PDF helped 
Maanaveeya, an Indian development nancing institution, implement a 
credit enhancement scheme that works to de-risk clean energy investments 
and encourage investors to fund clean energy companies. 
What other notable milestones has the Energy for All 
Programme been able to achieve since it began?
Since it started in 2009, the Programme has been able to provide 1.62 
million households with electricity, improve electricity service in about 
600,000 homes, and facilitate the switchover of 270,000 households 
to improved cookstoves. 
The success of the Project Development Facility has led the UN to adopt it 
for the global Sustainable Energy for All Programme, in support of projects in 
renewable energy, energy efciency as well as energy access. AC
THE TAO 
OF LEADERSHIP
             A number of books have 
espoused the dearth of leaders 
for businesses and corporations 
in Asia, and the dire need for 
leadership training and talent 
development in this geographical 
region with distinct histories, 
cultures, languages, value 
systems and people.
Leadership programmes come to Asia, often, 
in the form of MBAs for professionals, 
organisational training on appreciative inquiry 
or emotional intelligence, and leadership 
concepts that stem from the West, such as 
transformational leadership, authentic 
leadership or distributed leadership. One 
wonders how applicable such leadership 
models and concepts are, especially to 
leaders and employees in companies that 
adhere to traditional structures of dominance 
and power at the deepest level? Might there 
be a convergence at some stage between 
management and leadership skills applicable 
in Asia and the West? As it stands, researchers 
and leadership gurus are divided on the 
extent of the gap that needs to be bridged.
WEST VS EAST OR THE BEST OF 
BOTH WORLDS?
To take a case in point, Jim Kouzes and Barry 
Posner, authors of The Leadership Challenge, 
a training programme that has gained traction 
across continents, posit that “leadership is not 
about your position, personality, power, 
genetics or family heritage. It is about how 
you behave in your relationship with others… 
what you do is more important than who you 
are and where you come from”. Their leadership 
development approach is based on ve 
principles – modeling the way, inspiring a 
shared vision, challenging the process, enabling 
others to act and encouraging the heart – 
which, they believe, can be applied across 
different countries, social contexts, and across 
cultures, environments, settings and people. 
The thesis in their book, “Exemplary 
Leadership Traits in Asia” was based on a 
survey of more than 26,000 employees in 
Asia who pointed to the fact that how their 
managers behaved as leaders accounted for 
nearly 32% of how constituents felt about their 
workplace. The ndings also showed that the 
impact of how Asian managers behaved as 
leaders was 60 times more important than any 
personal or organisational characteristics of 
their constituents.
The two authors postulated that the word 
“lead”, derived from “leden” (an Old English 
term meaning “to guide”) is about taking 
people to places they have never been before. 
“To lead” is translated in Chinese as “ling 
dao” (领导) where the word “ling” means “to 
guide”. Therefore, “how you guide your 
people along to places where they have never 
been before and what you do to lead them is 
extremely important for your and their 
success.”
Much as Kouzes and Posner’s ve leadership 
practices have been well received across 
cultures; however, it cannot be ascertained 
that the processes of leadership are universal 
and purely behavioural.
In a meta-analytical study of over 20,000 
participants in 18 countries, Leong and 
Fischer (2011) examined cultural differences in 
transformational leadership behaviour. They 
found strong evidence for the impact of 
societal culture, whereby managers in more 
egalitarian societies behaved in more 
transformational styles and managers in more 
power distance countries engaged in less 
transformational leadership. 
ASIAN LEADERSHIP 
Researchers Arvey, Dhanaraj, Jaridan and 
Zhang in a journal article “Are there unique 
leadership models in Asia? Explaining uncharted 
territory”[1] also raised the possibility that 
cultural forces affect the kind of leadership 
behaviour that is usually accepted and that 
behaviour that is consistent with collective values 
will be more acceptable and effective than 
behaviour that contradicts collective values.
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Paul MacDonald, in a separate research 
project,[2] based his ndings on case studies 
of 200 Chinese business leaders. He asserted 
that Chinese business leadership is distinctive 
relative to Western practice and that the 
source of differentiation manifests at the level 
of ideological foundations. 
Hong Kong tycoon Li Ka-shing’s leadership 
style, for instance, manifests evidence of a 
Confucian orientation, starting with his quiet 
humility and spanning to his deep concern for 
personal reputation based on being polite 
and acceptable to others. Malaysian 
magnate, Robert Kuok attributed his success 
to the vision of the founding members, the 
dedicated contributions and loyalty of his 
colleagues and employees, and very 
importantly, the strong moral principles 
instilled in him by his mother. Both men are 
deeply philosophical in their outlook and very 
attuned to the cultural contexts they were 
growing their business in.
Kouzes and Posner may be right about the 
etymology of the Chinese character 领(ling) or 
“guide”. They might like, however, to delve 
deeper into the signicance of the second 
character 导 (dao in simplied script) or 導
(traditional script) which is made up of two 
parts: 道 (“path or the Tao”) + 寸 (“inch 
measured by the span of one’s hand”). In order 
to lead or to be a leader, one has to feel the 
pulse and be in harmony with the moral 
principle (or Tao) that governs the universe.
The goal of the leader is to have impact and 
inuence. Again, if we examine the Chinese 
phrase for “inuence” – we will realise that 影
響 (ying xiang) is made up of two characters, 
影 (ying) which denotes “shadow, image or 
reection” and 響 (xiang) which denotes 
“echo, resonance or reverberation”. The word 
影 (ying) further comprises two parts – 鄉 
(xiang) which means “hometown” and 音 (yin) 
which means “music”.
To be of inuence, a leader needs to be in 
tune with the desires or longings of his 
people. His vision or plans have to resonate 
with the deep-seated longings of his people 
(the music of their native or home town).
THE ROAD AHEAD FOR 
ASIAN LEADERS
What I have illustrated is just one aspect of 
the abundant source of intellectual and 
cultural wisdom that traditional Asian leaders 
inherently possess, which runs counter to the 
more transactional and rationalistic foundations 
that typify Western business practices. Other 
concepts that are culture-specic include the 
idea of “guanxi” (or personal relationships) 
inherent in the Chinese business psyche and 
the Japanese emphasis on wa (or harmony) 
which are often not found in Western 
conceptualisations of leadership.
John Naisbitt, the management guru famously 
said that for Americans, leadership involves 
“nding a parade and getting in front of it”. 
This is certainly not the norm in Asian 
societies which are more likely to exalt 
leaders who work from behind the group, to 
better watch over and protect it from threats, 
disruption and failure. Lao Tzu (ancient author 
of the Tao Te Ching) too, had this to say: “to 
lead the people, walk behind them”.
There is much scope for more research into 
the wealth of leadership wisdom that is 
unique to Asia. 
That said, Asian leaders must 
realise too, that leadership 
practices can no longer remain 
intuitive in the face of competition 
and the war for global talent. Asian 
leadership has traditionally been 
centred on an individual or a 
business family. In this age of 
globalisation, leadership has to 
extend beyond that to embrace 
institutional concepts. 
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The factors that have made American 
corporations great, such as leading for 
organisational impact, change management 
and systematic talent management will 
certainly be important for Asian leaders 
to grasp.
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             A number of books have 
espoused the dearth of leaders 
for businesses and corporations 
in Asia, and the dire need for 
leadership training and talent 
development in this geographical 
region with distinct histories, 
cultures, languages, value 
systems and people.
Leadership programmes come to Asia, often, 
in the form of MBAs for professionals, 
organisational training on appreciative inquiry 
or emotional intelligence, and leadership 
concepts that stem from the West, such as 
transformational leadership, authentic 
leadership or distributed leadership. One 
wonders how applicable such leadership 
models and concepts are, especially to 
leaders and employees in companies that 
adhere to traditional structures of dominance 
and power at the deepest level? Might there 
be a convergence at some stage between 
management and leadership skills applicable 
in Asia and the West? As it stands, researchers 
and leadership gurus are divided on the 
extent of the gap that needs to be bridged.
WEST VS EAST OR THE BEST OF 
BOTH WORLDS?
To take a case in point, Jim Kouzes and Barry 
Posner, authors of The Leadership Challenge, 
a training programme that has gained traction 
across continents, posit that “leadership is not 
about your position, personality, power, 
genetics or family heritage. It is about how 
you behave in your relationship with others… 
what you do is more important than who you 
are and where you come from”. Their leadership 
development approach is based on ve 
principles – modeling the way, inspiring a 
shared vision, challenging the process, enabling 
others to act and encouraging the heart – 
which, they believe, can be applied across 
different countries, social contexts, and across 
cultures, environments, settings and people. 
The thesis in their book, “Exemplary 
Leadership Traits in Asia” was based on a 
survey of more than 26,000 employees in 
Asia who pointed to the fact that how their 
managers behaved as leaders accounted for 
nearly 32% of how constituents felt about their 
workplace. The ndings also showed that the 
impact of how Asian managers behaved as 
leaders was 60 times more important than any 
personal or organisational characteristics of 
their constituents.
The two authors postulated that the word 
“lead”, derived from “leden” (an Old English 
term meaning “to guide”) is about taking 
people to places they have never been before. 
“To lead” is translated in Chinese as “ling 
dao” (领导) where the word “ling” means “to 
guide”. Therefore, “how you guide your 
people along to places where they have never 
been before and what you do to lead them is 
extremely important for your and their 
success.”
Much as Kouzes and Posner’s ve leadership 
practices have been well received across 
cultures; however, it cannot be ascertained 
that the processes of leadership are universal 
and purely behavioural.
In a meta-analytical study of over 20,000 
participants in 18 countries, Leong and 
Fischer (2011) examined cultural differences in 
transformational leadership behaviour. They 
found strong evidence for the impact of 
societal culture, whereby managers in more 
egalitarian societies behaved in more 
transformational styles and managers in more 
power distance countries engaged in less 
transformational leadership. 
ASIAN LEADERSHIP 
Researchers Arvey, Dhanaraj, Jaridan and 
Zhang in a journal article “Are there unique 
leadership models in Asia? Explaining uncharted 
territory”[1] also raised the possibility that 
cultural forces affect the kind of leadership 
behaviour that is usually accepted and that 
behaviour that is consistent with collective values 
will be more acceptable and effective than 
behaviour that contradicts collective values.
A BUMPY ROAD 
ADVENTURE OR DISASTER?
While the concept of ROI (Return on Investment) has existed for a long 
time in business lexicon, the term Social Return on Investment (SROI) 
has only come up in the last decade or so. A search on Google Trends, 
which maps the search activity of a term over the last 10 years, reveals 
that ‘SROI’ only started to gain traction in 2007.
In our dialogues with over 80 interviewees for Catalyst 
Asia, we have found that the motivation to help others 
is often anchored by a personal philosophy that seeks 
to restore dignity to a fellow human being and reduce 
the distance of inequality, provided that the 
beneficiary in question wishes to be helped.
BEYOND MEASURE
A sizable number of those who get involved in social causes share a 
Paul MacDonald, in a separate research 
project,[2] based his ndings on case studies 
of 200 Chinese business leaders. He asserted 
that Chinese business leadership is distinctive 
relative to Western practice and that the 
source of differentiation manifests at the level 
of ideological foundations. 
Hong Kong tycoon Li Ka-shing’s leadership 
style, for instance, manifests evidence of a 
Confucian orientation, starting with his quiet 
humility and spanning to his deep concern for 
personal reputation based on being polite 
and acceptable to others. Malaysian 
magnate, Robert Kuok attributed his success 
to the vision of the founding members, the 
dedicated contributions and loyalty of his 
colleagues and employees, and very 
importantly, the strong moral principles 
instilled in him by his mother. Both men are 
deeply philosophical in their outlook and very 
attuned to the cultural contexts they were 
growing their business in.
Kouzes and Posner may be right about the 
etymology of the Chinese character 领(ling) or 
“guide”. They might like, however, to delve 
deeper into the signicance of the second 
character 导 (dao in simplied script) or 導
(traditional script) which is made up of two 
parts: 道 (“path or the Tao”) + 寸 (“inch 
measured by the span of one’s hand”). In order 
to lead or to be a leader, one has to feel the 
pulse and be in harmony with the moral 
principle (or Tao) that governs the universe.
The goal of the leader is to have impact and 
inuence. Again, if we examine the Chinese 
phrase for “inuence” – we will realise that 影
響 (ying xiang) is made up of two characters, 
影 (ying) which denotes “shadow, image or 
reection” and 響 (xiang) which denotes 
“echo, resonance or reverberation”. The word 
影 (ying) further comprises two parts – 鄉 
(xiang) which means “hometown” and 音 (yin) 
which means “music”.
To be of inuence, a leader needs to be in 
tune with the desires or longings of his 
people. His vision or plans have to resonate 
with the deep-seated longings of his people 
(the music of their native or home town).
THE ROAD AHEAD FOR 
ASIAN LEADERS
What I have illustrated is just one aspect of 
the abundant source of intellectual and 
cultural wisdom that traditional Asian leaders 
inherently possess, which runs counter to the 
more transactional and rationalistic foundations 
that typify Western business practices. Other 
concepts that are culture-specic include the 
idea of “guanxi” (or personal relationships) 
inherent in the Chinese business psyche and 
the Japanese emphasis on wa (or harmony) 
which are often not found in Western 
conceptualisations of leadership.
John Naisbitt, the management guru famously 
said that for Americans, leadership involves 
“nding a parade and getting in front of it”. 
This is certainly not the norm in Asian 
societies which are more likely to exalt 
leaders who work from behind the group, to 
better watch over and protect it from threats, 
disruption and failure. Lao Tzu (ancient author 
of the Tao Te Ching) too, had this to say: “to 
lead the people, walk behind them”.
There is much scope for more research into 
the wealth of leadership wisdom that is 
unique to Asia. 
That said, Asian leaders must 
realise too, that leadership 
practices can no longer remain 
intuitive in the face of competition 
and the war for global talent. Asian 
leadership has traditionally been 
centred on an individual or a 
business family. In this age of 
globalisation, leadership has to 
extend beyond that to embrace 
institutional concepts. 
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genuine desire to help others that is not obscured by the lure of 
material gain. It follows then that the desire to level the uneven planes 
of existence must be a reection of a unique nature that runs contrary 
to the basic tenet of Adam Smith’s theory that individuals tend to act in 
their own self-interest.
Every dollar that is given to an individual with no means of paying 
back certainly means that the giver had accepted that the nancial 
investment and its expected returns would be inversely related. Viewed 
from the lens of economics, this is a puzzling phenomenon. 
To understand this, one must accept that the value placed on the life 
and well-being of a human being far exceeds the connes and need to 
fulll a nancial metric. This presents another dilemma – can the 
abstract idea of the value of life and well-being be measured? If so, 
should it be measured? The range of possible answers will nd its 
resonance and its consequence between Peter Drucker’s maxim “If you 
can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”, and William Edwards Deming’s 
belief that “The most important things cannot be measured”.
Magnify this individual act of giving and you will have an organised 
effort that may go by the name of charity, social enterprise or 
corporate social responsibility depending on where it falls on a 
continuum that spans social interests and commercial goals. 
Even if one were to agree that the concept of ROI may not be squarely 
relevant for social impact organisations, given that the impact of 
outcomes such as “touching lives” and “bettering the quality of lives” 
may not t into available methods of measurement, the struggle 
between the seemingly divergent commercial and social goals begs 
the question of sustainability.
BALANCING A DIFFICULT SCALE
Given the scarcity of resources, which end of the social-commercial 
continuum should founders of social impact organisations prioritise? 
Unsurprisingly, this was a common issue that came up in our interviews. 
To lose sight of the social aspects of the organisation is tantamount to 
losing the soul of the cause. Yet, to neglect the commercial aspects is 
to gamble with the long-term survival of the organisation.
In addition to dealing with this conundrum, social impact organisations 
face a number of hurdles that are external to their chosen cause.
In the marketplace, consumer demand ensures that the supply of a 
product can continue. Resources are propelled by desire and 
channelled to nance the existence and development of an 
ever-enlarging economy of goods and services. In essence, individual 
choices collectively sustain the marketplace.
MORE NEEDS THAN HANDS ARE WILLING TO GIVE
In the social impact sector, the demand for help is not so 
straightforward and singular in nature. The study of sociology posits 
that individual problems are often rooted in problems that stem from 
aspects of society itself and these interconnections inform the fabric of 
human societies.[1] Yet, does society intuitively accept this notion of 
interconnectedness? And, is it willing to assume responsibility for the 
perceived ‘personal problems’ of its citizens? 
In societies that celebrate the idea of self-help and emphasises 
tangible returns, social impact organisations may nd it hard to raise 
the necessary resources to deliver help to those who need it. Hence, 
this presents the problem of asymmetry where demand is always in 
excess of supply. 
Unless greater awareness and agreement about the reality of social 
imagination[2] and shared responsibility is achieved, and new ways of 
measuring social performance are developed, the scales will remain 
tilted in favour of the status quo.
Yet, not all is lost. Progress is seen in the form of early signs of innovation. 
According to a 2013 Harvard Business Review article, “within the last two 
years, government agencies in the U.K., U.S., Australia, Canada and 
Israel at the national, state, or even county levels have begun exploring 
the potential of social impact bonds.” [3] If the pace of innovation and 
political will keeps up, there is optimism that the social impact sector will 
see major breakthroughs in the next decade.
THE LABOURERS ARE FEW
Beyond the lack of effective funding models, the social impact sector 
also faces a lack of talent due to the inability of the sector to match the 
competitive packages of the private and public sectors. Those who join 
the social impact sector may do so to build social and emotional 
capital at the expense of nancial security or comfort. 
The reason why social impact organisations are 
unable to offer competitive package is because 
donors often do not recognise the need to fund 
overhead. This deeply ingrained behaviour makes it 
difficult for organisations to scale.
A recommendation proposed in a Stanford Social Innovation Review 
article is for funders “to shift their focus from costs to outcomes. In the 
absence of this indicator, many funders try to understand an 
organisation’s efciency by monitoring overhead and other easily 
obtained yet faulty indicators”.
This sentiment is echoed by a recent Asian Philanthropy Forum 
interview with Ming Wong, co-founder of Asia Community Ventures, a 
Hong Kong-based nonprot organisation that promotes social investing 
and collaboration in Asia. 
Ming Wong said that he is a “rm believer that if you want something to 
be sustainable, you cannot rely solely on volunteers. A willingness to pay 
people for their time is a recognition that that person generates value”.[4]
In spite of these challenging external conditions, founders of social 
impact organisations continue to press on and contribute to the 
betterment of lives in communities that are sometimes far away from 
home, and in places that are geographically remote and difcult, while 
being fully aware of the opportunity cost of doing so.
In the economy of the social impact space, it appears that a different 
currency is dealt and the driving force behind the ‘transaction’ is 
espoused in Matthew Lieberman’s book Social: Why Our Brains Are 
Wired To Connect – our need to connect with other people is even 
more fundamental, more basic, than our need for food or shelter. [5] 
Perhaps, the desire to reach out to another from a position of ability to 
x a situation of inability is what makes us human.
Even so, hope and desire alone cannot put food on the table. It is our 
view that the social impact organisations that are able to effectively 
deal with the external hurdles that we have highlighted will be those 
that have an effective organisational strategy that is characterised by a 
erce commitment to keep cost structures sound, and a management 
style that attracts good people who are willing to share in the vision of 
the founder and keep their eyes on the prize.
For the brave soul who has mustered the courage to take a ride on this 
bumpy road, the journey could turn into the greatest adventure or the 
most dreadful disaster – either way, one can be sure that the 
experience is sure to leave an indelible mark on one’s memory, and in 
the lives of those touched by the hearts and hands that served.
[1] Source: 
http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/a-primer-on-social-problems/s
04-02-sociological-perspectives-on-s.html
[2] Source: Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. London, 
United Kingdom: Oxford University Press
[3] Source: https://hbr.org/2013/01/social-impact-investing-will-b/
[4] Source: 
http://www.asianphilanthropyforum.org/grow-asian-social-sector-fail-f
orward-get-overhead/
[5] Source: 
http://www.amazon.com/Social-Why-Brains-Wired-Connect/dp/0307
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The factors that have made American 
corporations great, such as leading for 
organisational impact, change management 
and systematic talent management will 
certainly be important for Asian leaders 
to grasp.
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While the concept of ROI (Return on Investment) has existed for a long 
time in business lexicon, the term Social Return on Investment (SROI) 
has only come up in the last decade or so. A search on Google Trends, 
which maps the search activity of a term over the last 10 years, reveals 
that ‘SROI’ only started to gain traction in 2007.
In our dialogues with over 80 interviewees for Catalyst 
Asia, we have found that the motivation to help others 
is often anchored by a personal philosophy that seeks 
to restore dignity to a fellow human being and reduce 
the distance of inequality, provided that the 
beneficiary in question wishes to be helped.
BEYOND MEASURE
A sizable number of those who get involved in social causes share a 
genuine desire to help others that is not obscured by the lure of 
material gain. It follows then that the desire to level the uneven planes 
of existence must be a reection of a unique nature that runs contrary 
to the basic tenet of Adam Smith’s theory that individuals tend to act in 
their own self-interest.
Every dollar that is given to an individual with no means of paying 
back certainly means that the giver had accepted that the nancial 
investment and its expected returns would be inversely related. Viewed 
from the lens of economics, this is a puzzling phenomenon. 
To understand this, one must accept that the value placed on the life 
and well-being of a human being far exceeds the connes and need to 
fulll a nancial metric. This presents another dilemma – can the 
abstract idea of the value of life and well-being be measured? If so, 
should it be measured? The range of possible answers will nd its 
resonance and its consequence between Peter Drucker’s maxim “If you 
can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”, and William Edwards Deming’s 
belief that “The most important things cannot be measured”.
Magnify this individual act of giving and you will have an organised 
effort that may go by the name of charity, social enterprise or 
corporate social responsibility depending on where it falls on a 
continuum that spans social interests and commercial goals. 
Even if one were to agree that the concept of ROI may not be squarely 
relevant for social impact organisations, given that the impact of 
outcomes such as “touching lives” and “bettering the quality of lives” 
may not t into available methods of measurement, the struggle 
between the seemingly divergent commercial and social goals begs 
the question of sustainability.
BALANCING A DIFFICULT SCALE
Given the scarcity of resources, which end of the social-commercial 
continuum should founders of social impact organisations prioritise? 
Unsurprisingly, this was a common issue that came up in our interviews. 
To lose sight of the social aspects of the organisation is tantamount to 
losing the soul of the cause. Yet, to neglect the commercial aspects is 
to gamble with the long-term survival of the organisation.
In addition to dealing with this conundrum, social impact organisations 
face a number of hurdles that are external to their chosen cause.
In the marketplace, consumer demand ensures that the supply of a 
product can continue. Resources are propelled by desire and 
channelled to nance the existence and development of an 
ever-enlarging economy of goods and services. In essence, individual 
choices collectively sustain the marketplace.
MORE NEEDS THAN HANDS ARE WILLING TO GIVE
In the social impact sector, the demand for help is not so 
straightforward and singular in nature. The study of sociology posits 
that individual problems are often rooted in problems that stem from 
aspects of society itself and these interconnections inform the fabric of 
human societies.[1] Yet, does society intuitively accept this notion of 
interconnectedness? And, is it willing to assume responsibility for the 
perceived ‘personal problems’ of its citizens? 
In societies that celebrate the idea of self-help and emphasises 
tangible returns, social impact organisations may nd it hard to raise 
the necessary resources to deliver help to those who need it. Hence, 
this presents the problem of asymmetry where demand is always in 
excess of supply. 
Unless greater awareness and agreement about the reality of social 
imagination[2] and shared responsibility is achieved, and new ways of 
measuring social performance are developed, the scales will remain 
tilted in favour of the status quo.
Yet, not all is lost. Progress is seen in the form of early signs of innovation. 
According to a 2013 Harvard Business Review article, “within the last two 
years, government agencies in the U.K., U.S., Australia, Canada and 
Israel at the national, state, or even county levels have begun exploring 
the potential of social impact bonds.” [3] If the pace of innovation and 
political will keeps up, there is optimism that the social impact sector will 
see major breakthroughs in the next decade.
THE LABOURERS ARE FEW
Beyond the lack of effective funding models, the social impact sector 
also faces a lack of talent due to the inability of the sector to match the 
competitive packages of the private and public sectors. Those who join 
the social impact sector may do so to build social and emotional 
capital at the expense of nancial security or comfort. 
The reason why social impact organisations are 
unable to offer competitive package is because 
donors often do not recognise the need to fund 
overhead. This deeply ingrained behaviour makes it 
difficult for organisations to scale.
A recommendation proposed in a Stanford Social Innovation Review 
article is for funders “to shift their focus from costs to outcomes. In the 
absence of this indicator, many funders try to understand an 
organisation’s efciency by monitoring overhead and other easily 
obtained yet faulty indicators”.
This sentiment is echoed by a recent Asian Philanthropy Forum 
interview with Ming Wong, co-founder of Asia Community Ventures, a 
Hong Kong-based nonprot organisation that promotes social investing 
and collaboration in Asia. 
Ming Wong said that he is a “rm believer that if you want something to 
be sustainable, you cannot rely solely on volunteers. A willingness to pay 
people for their time is a recognition that that person generates value”.[4]
In spite of these challenging external conditions, founders of social 
impact organisations continue to press on and contribute to the 
betterment of lives in communities that are sometimes far away from 
home, and in places that are geographically remote and difcult, while 
being fully aware of the opportunity cost of doing so.
In the economy of the social impact space, it appears that a different 
currency is dealt and the driving force behind the ‘transaction’ is 
espoused in Matthew Lieberman’s book Social: Why Our Brains Are 
Wired To Connect – our need to connect with other people is even 
more fundamental, more basic, than our need for food or shelter. [5] 
Perhaps, the desire to reach out to another from a position of ability to 
x a situation of inability is what makes us human.
Even so, hope and desire alone cannot put food on the table. It is our 
view that the social impact organisations that are able to effectively 
deal with the external hurdles that we have highlighted will be those 
that have an effective organisational strategy that is characterised by a 
erce commitment to keep cost structures sound, and a management 
style that attracts good people who are willing to share in the vision of 
the founder and keep their eyes on the prize.
For the brave soul who has mustered the courage to take a ride on this 
bumpy road, the journey could turn into the greatest adventure or the 
most dreadful disaster – either way, one can be sure that the 
experience is sure to leave an indelible mark on one’s memory, and in 
the lives of those touched by the hearts and hands that served.
[1] Source: 
http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/a-primer-on-social-problems/s
04-02-sociological-perspectives-on-s.html
[2] Source: Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. London, 
United Kingdom: Oxford University Press
[3] Source: https://hbr.org/2013/01/social-impact-investing-will-b/
[4] Source: 
http://www.asianphilanthropyforum.org/grow-asian-social-sector-fail-f
orward-get-overhead/
[5] Source: 
http://www.amazon.com/Social-Why-Brains-Wired-Connect/dp/0307
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THE ROAD
(FROM SINGAPORE)
TO MANDALAY
While the concept of ROI (Return on Investment) has existed for a long 
time in business lexicon, the term Social Return on Investment (SROI) 
has only come up in the last decade or so. A search on Google Trends, 
which maps the search activity of a term over the last 10 years, reveals 
that ‘SROI’ only started to gain traction in 2007.
In our dialogues with over 80 interviewees for Catalyst 
Asia, we have found that the motivation to help others 
is often anchored by a personal philosophy that seeks 
to restore dignity to a fellow human being and reduce 
the distance of inequality, provided that the 
beneficiary in question wishes to be helped.
BEYOND MEASURE
A sizable number of those who get involved in social causes share a 
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genuine desire to help others that is not obscured by the lure of 
material gain. It follows then that the desire to level the uneven planes 
of existence must be a reection of a unique nature that runs contrary 
to the basic tenet of Adam Smith’s theory that individuals tend to act in 
their own self-interest.
Every dollar that is given to an individual with no means of paying 
back certainly means that the giver had accepted that the nancial 
investment and its expected returns would be inversely related. Viewed 
from the lens of economics, this is a puzzling phenomenon. 
To understand this, one must accept that the value placed on the life 
and well-being of a human being far exceeds the connes and need to 
fulll a nancial metric. This presents another dilemma – can the 
abstract idea of the value of life and well-being be measured? If so, 
should it be measured? The range of possible answers will nd its 
resonance and its consequence between Peter Drucker’s maxim “If you 
can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”, and William Edwards Deming’s 
belief that “The most important things cannot be measured”.
Magnify this individual act of giving and you will have an organised 
effort that may go by the name of charity, social enterprise or 
corporate social responsibility depending on where it falls on a 
continuum that spans social interests and commercial goals. 
Even if one were to agree that the concept of ROI may not be squarely 
relevant for social impact organisations, given that the impact of 
outcomes such as “touching lives” and “bettering the quality of lives” 
may not t into available methods of measurement, the struggle 
between the seemingly divergent commercial and social goals begs 
the question of sustainability.
BALANCING A DIFFICULT SCALE
Given the scarcity of resources, which end of the social-commercial 
continuum should founders of social impact organisations prioritise? 
Unsurprisingly, this was a common issue that came up in our interviews. 
To lose sight of the social aspects of the organisation is tantamount to 
losing the soul of the cause. Yet, to neglect the commercial aspects is 
to gamble with the long-term survival of the organisation.
In addition to dealing with this conundrum, social impact organisations 
face a number of hurdles that are external to their chosen cause.
In the marketplace, consumer demand ensures that the supply of a 
product can continue. Resources are propelled by desire and 
channelled to nance the existence and development of an 
ever-enlarging economy of goods and services. In essence, individual 
choices collectively sustain the marketplace.
MORE NEEDS THAN HANDS ARE WILLING TO GIVE
In the social impact sector, the demand for help is not so 
straightforward and singular in nature. The study of sociology posits 
that individual problems are often rooted in problems that stem from 
aspects of society itself and these interconnections inform the fabric of 
human societies.[1] Yet, does society intuitively accept this notion of 
interconnectedness? And, is it willing to assume responsibility for the 
perceived ‘personal problems’ of its citizens? 
In societies that celebrate the idea of self-help and emphasises 
tangible returns, social impact organisations may nd it hard to raise 
the necessary resources to deliver help to those who need it. Hence, 
this presents the problem of asymmetry where demand is always in 
excess of supply. 
Unless greater awareness and agreement about the reality of social 
imagination[2] and shared responsibility is achieved, and new ways of 
measuring social performance are developed, the scales will remain 
tilted in favour of the status quo.
Yet, not all is lost. Progress is seen in the form of early signs of innovation. 
According to a 2013 Harvard Business Review article, “within the last two 
years, government agencies in the U.K., U.S., Australia, Canada and 
Israel at the national, state, or even county levels have begun exploring 
the potential of social impact bonds.” [3] If the pace of innovation and 
political will keeps up, there is optimism that the social impact sector will 
see major breakthroughs in the next decade.
THE LABOURERS ARE FEW
Beyond the lack of effective funding models, the social impact sector 
also faces a lack of talent due to the inability of the sector to match the 
competitive packages of the private and public sectors. Those who join 
the social impact sector may do so to build social and emotional 
capital at the expense of nancial security or comfort. 
The reason why social impact organisations are 
unable to offer competitive package is because 
donors often do not recognise the need to fund 
overhead. This deeply ingrained behaviour makes it 
difficult for organisations to scale.
A recommendation proposed in a Stanford Social Innovation Review 
article is for funders “to shift their focus from costs to outcomes. In the 
absence of this indicator, many funders try to understand an 
organisation’s efciency by monitoring overhead and other easily 
obtained yet faulty indicators”.
This sentiment is echoed by a recent Asian Philanthropy Forum 
interview with Ming Wong, co-founder of Asia Community Ventures, a 
Hong Kong-based nonprot organisation that promotes social investing 
and collaboration in Asia. 
Ming Wong said that he is a “rm believer that if you want something to 
be sustainable, you cannot rely solely on volunteers. A willingness to pay 
people for their time is a recognition that that person generates value”.[4]
In spite of these challenging external conditions, founders of social 
impact organisations continue to press on and contribute to the 
betterment of lives in communities that are sometimes far away from 
home, and in places that are geographically remote and difcult, while 
being fully aware of the opportunity cost of doing so.
In the economy of the social impact space, it appears that a different 
currency is dealt and the driving force behind the ‘transaction’ is 
espoused in Matthew Lieberman’s book Social: Why Our Brains Are 
Wired To Connect – our need to connect with other people is even 
more fundamental, more basic, than our need for food or shelter. [5] 
Perhaps, the desire to reach out to another from a position of ability to 
x a situation of inability is what makes us human.
Even so, hope and desire alone cannot put food on the table. It is our 
view that the social impact organisations that are able to effectively 
deal with the external hurdles that we have highlighted will be those 
that have an effective organisational strategy that is characterised by a 
erce commitment to keep cost structures sound, and a management 
style that attracts good people who are willing to share in the vision of 
the founder and keep their eyes on the prize.
For the brave soul who has mustered the courage to take a ride on this 
bumpy road, the journey could turn into the greatest adventure or the 
most dreadful disaster – either way, one can be sure that the 
experience is sure to leave an indelible mark on one’s memory, and in 
the lives of those touched by the hearts and hands that served.
[1] Source: 
http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/a-primer-on-social-problems/s
04-02-sociological-perspectives-on-s.html
[2] Source: Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. London, 
United Kingdom: Oxford University Press
[3] Source: https://hbr.org/2013/01/social-impact-investing-will-b/
[4] Source: 
http://www.asianphilanthropyforum.org/grow-asian-social-sector-fail-f
orward-get-overhead/
[5] Source: 
http://www.amazon.com/Social-Why-Brains-Wired-Connect/dp/0307
889092
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In June 2014, I found myself on a short visit to 
Myanmar. We were there during the summer 
when term break was around the corner. The 
spacious grounds of Mandalay University’s 
ageing law faculty are sparsely populated. 
But on our visit, along the corridors in one 
wing of the law faculty, a classroom is abuzz 
with student chatter.
Opened in 1925, the liberal arts and sciences 
university is the second oldest in the country 
and the largest university in Upper Myanmar. 
But the law schools in both Yangon and 
Mandalay universities were closed down in 
1996, only reopening in 2013. News reports 
state that Yangon University – long the site of 
student protests against military rule – 
accepted fty undergraduates for the rst time 
in December 2013.
Since then, the law schools have been signing 
numerous MOUs with universities overseas 
committed to variously refurbishing the 
dilapidated buildings in Yangon and 
Mandalay, as well as improving pedagogy 
and curriculum through faculty exchanges.
Unsurprisingly, in this instance, obstacles 
cropped up. The education ministry required 
ofcial signed permission from President Thein 
Sein for every MOU the law school decided to 
sign with a faculty overseas. It’s a move 
designed to encumber the process in 
bureaucratic red tape and has to be handled 
deftly, using language that emphasises the 
benets of educational capacity building.
That language, as ploddingly dull as it is, is 
the only way to ensure that social and 
economic reforms, which began in early 2011 
under Thein Sein’s government, continue apace. 
The faculties have a lot of catching up to do.
MANDALAY LAW SCHOOL
In Mandalay, the classroom facilities are 
rudimentary, but operational. A long carpeted 
podium with a wooden table and a chair 
occupies the front of the classroom. There is a 
laptop on the table, a projector, a screen and 
a large whiteboard. There are about forty 
students in the class and about ten faculty 
members looking over readings and waiting, 
pens eagerly poised over paper. David Smith, 
a practice professor and Mahdev Mohan, an 
assistant professor at the law faculty of 
Singapore Management University, are 
readying slides for the day ahead.
Once the class settled down, we’re introduced 
to Professor Thwin. Petite with smiling eyes 
and short hair tied loosely at the nape of her 
neck. She was a professor of constitutional 
law, who has since gone on to become the 
Head of the Law Faculty. She sits in for the 
sessions and takes notes, though I can just as 
easily imagine her segueing into fascinating 
stories about being a female law professor 
and academic in Myanmar.
The Dean, an environmental law expert, is a 
study in contrast. There’s something sturdy and 
fearless in her gait. When she enters the room 
before class, she has a commanding 
presence. We all stand to shake hands with 
her. Bespectacled, with her hair parted 
slightly off-centre and tied in a tight ponytail, 
she has the face of a seasoned politician – 
polite and formal, revealing very little.
Before class starts in earnest, Mahdev starts 
off with a call-and-response session. “What is 
the difference between a MOU and a contract 
or a joint venture agreement?” Mahdev asks.
“The MOU is not binding!” There are smiles 
and laughs all around the room as the 
students draw back, unused to the 
spontaneous collective response.
Mahdev asks them rhetorically, “So are MOUs 
of national signicance? Does the President 
have the time to look at a faculty-level MOU 
to approve or refuse it?” A wave of laughter 
ripples across the classroom. Again the students 
shake their heads and say “No!” in unison.
In any other law class, the exchange would 
seem like an innocuous precursor to a session 
outlining dry legal concepts to rst year law 
students. But in Myanmar, it’s tricky territory 
and the distinctions are worth remembering.
CHINA & MYANMAR
About 127 miles north of Mandalay in the 
town of Tagaung, the China Nonferrous Metal 
Mining Group’s (CNMC) subsidiary CNMC 
Nickel Co. Ltd. signed a joint venture 
agreement with the state-owned No. 3 Mining 
Enterprise in 2004 with a 20-year service 
period to develop a $800 million nickel mine. 
CNMC owns a 75 per cent stake in the project.
In June last year, the country also opened a 
deep-sea port off its western coast. The 
480-mile pipeline, a joint venture between 
China National Petroleum Corp (CNOC) and 
Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), 
runs from Kyaukphyu district in Arakan state to 
Yunnan province. Independent news 
organisation, The Irrawaddy reported that the 
project is already mired in controversy with 
activists citing both environmental risk and 
inadequate compensation for villagers who 
have been moved off the land.
While both projects are too far to affect 
Mandalay in any signicant way, the city has 
been transmuting gradually in tandem with the 
changes. China’s presence pre-dates the 
“opening up” of Myanmar and for the past 
two decades, infrastructural development has 
been booming – there are roads and railway 
networks; thoroughfares that function. There 
has also been a steadily increasing Chinese 
population from Yunnan, many of whom have 
chosen to settle in Mandalay. Current 
population statistics indicate that close to 40 
per cent of Mandalay’s population at present 
is Yunnanese. Reports say that national 
registration cards for foreigners are available 
on the black market, so arriving and 
integrating is easy. In more ways than one, the 
country is primed for business.
MOUS & ‘TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE’
Governments have also been ready in the 
wings to offer technical assistance. In 2012, 
Singapore and Myanmar signed an MOU 
through which Singapore agreed to provide 
assistance in the areas of trade, law, banking 
and education.
In February 2014, Singapore Management 
University and the National University of 
Singapore signed two Memoranda of 
Understanding on Cooperation in Legal 
Education with the law faculties at Yangon 
and Mandalay universities. The agreement 
includes faculty exchanges, and this trip marks 
the rst three-day intensive teaching stint at 
Mandalay University’s law school. It is a small 
but initial step, with faculty from Mandalay 
and Yangon due to visit Singapore in 2015.
LABOUR STANDARDS
News on both areas dominates the front 
pages of local newspapers. In the June 8th 
edition of The New Light of Myanmar, there is 
a story on “Japan ghetto”, the area in Thilawa 
Special Economic Zone set up by Japan, 
where Burmese residents complain of poor 
housing conditions, unsanitary drinking water 
and no real prospects for fair employment.
The next morning, David picks up The 
Myanmar Times and is greeted with the 
headlines: “Gap Inc brings ‘Made in 
Myanmar’ to US stores.” The news is literally 
fresh off the press for the 9-15th June 2014 
edition of the newspaper. It is the rst major 
US retailer to resume business with the country. 
While the clothing will be made at two 
factories in Yangon, what stands out is that 
Gap won’t be investing directly in Myanmar. 
Instead, 4,000 workers will be sourced from 
two South Korean-owned factories.
With a class syllabus largely devoted to 
business, supply chain issues, corruption and 
problematic labour standards, the news 
couldn’t have come at a more appropriate 
time. David begins the afternoon session by 
outlining the ethical breaches that characterise 
various forms of investment and trade, in 
particular problems related to outsourcing 
and contracting.
He asks them to brainstorm on two questions. 
“Should Gap worry about working conditions 
for Burmese factory workers? What about 
consumers? Should they care about supply 
chain issues when they’re about to buy an 
item of clothing?”
A student sitting in the second row puts her 
hand up. Dressed in an htamein like most of 
her classmates, she has a determined air 
about her. She sits upright and writes 
everything down, explaining concepts in 
whispers to her friend who sits beside her. 
Taking the microphone and standing up, she 
speaks unfalteringly. “Jobs are good for 
Myanmar but Gap should have proper labour 
standards.” It’s too early to say, but I nd 
myself thinking that she has the makings of a 
good litigator.
I also found myself noticing something 
peculiar about the class at the Mandalay law 
faculty. Other than 3 males, the rest of the 
class, including faculty members, are 
dominated by women. 
“Law isn’t seen as a viable career in 
Myanmar. So the guys do business, 
accounting or computer science,” Zin Oo 
explains. But she clearly thinks differently: 
“We need to do a lot more research on 
environmental and investment law in 
Myanmar,” Zin Oo is a promising young 
lecturer who also assists all the professors in 
the faculty. 
LAW LIBRARY
On one of the days, we eat lunch with the 
Dean and Professor Thwin at the law school 
library, which is nothing more than a large 
rectangular room with rows of teak 
bookshelves occupying the length of the far 
wall. The shelves are lined with old case law 
books. A few of the shelves are labeled “Tort 
Law”, “Civil Law” and “Military Law”. The 
military law shelf is conspicuously empty but 
the space for it has nonetheless been retained.
The meal is a sumptuous spread of mostly 
Burmese Indian food – white rice, rasam soup, 
potato and cauliower fry, sh and chicken. 
We recognise most of the dishes because they 
are typically South Indian Tamil. There are 
small cups by each plate, lled intermittently 
with Chinese tea.
“We need books and access to electronic 
resources,” the Dean tells us. It’s self-evident, 
but she gets down to specics. “Students do 
their research here, but they don’t have access 
to a wide range of academic journals or other 
academic resources,” she adds.
Since July 2013, the Electronic Information for 
Libraries (EIFL) has been providing electronic 
resources such as international journals, 
databases and e-books free of charge. But 
books for the library are still in demand and it 
will take time to build anything resembling a 
university law library. Nonetheless, these 
steady improvements in teaching and research 
could not have come at a better time. On the 
nal day, the class splits into “Company A”, 
“Company B” and “Host Country’s 
Government” to understand how to negotiate 
and sign a joint venture agreement.
The group that plays the role of the host 
country’s government outlines a set of 
concerns that sound aspirational: they want a 
joint venture agreement that will respect fair 
wage standards for Myanmar citizens; 
adherence to labour rights; protection of 
natural resources and the environment as well 
as good public health standards for Burmese 
workers living in special economic zones.
During the break, they tell us that they are 
responding to the news they read about 
investment developments in the country.
If the demands they make during 
role play sessions seem like naïve 
idealism, it is tempered by the 
knowledge that practicing law in 
Myanmar and holding businesses 
responsible to environmental or 
human rights standards is still a 
long way off. This is why the 
question, “why does Myanmar need 
foreign investment?” dominates 
class discussions through the 
course of the three days.
On our nal af ternoon in Mandalay, Zin 
Oo takes us on a tour of the city’s 
pagodas and tree - lined streets, ending at 
the moat by the Singapore -owned Sedona 
hotel where we’re staying.
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In the distance, we can see a large red billboard 
with bold white capital letters on the fort wall 
that says, “THE TATMADAW WILL NEVER 
GIVE UP THE NATIONAL CAUSE.” We stand 
there talking about changes in the country.
Just a few weeks before our trip to Mandalay, 
The Myanmar Times reported that Aung San 
Suu Kyi challenged the Tatmadaw (the 
Myanmar Armed Forces) to “prove that they 
don’t like power” during a campaign rally. But 
one wonders whether that demand could just 
as well be directed at the companies signing 
multi-billion dollar contracts with the state.
As we’re leaving for the airport, Zin Oo stands 
in the lobby, a broad smile on her face when 
Mahdev and David tell her they’ll put together 
a zipped le of electronic journal readings on 
investment law for her. “Please send me 
whatever reading materials you think are 
relevant for my PhD,” she repeats.
That PhD will be on investment law and the 
rule of law in Myanmar. At least for Zin Oo 
and her peers, it pays to be equipped to ask 
the right questions as they witness the 
inexorable march of economic development in 
the country. And it is heartening to see that at 
least in Mandalay, women are at the forefront 
in law, eager and ready to catch up and 
rebuild rule of law in their country.
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In June 2014, I found myself on a short visit to 
Myanmar. We were there during the summer 
when term break was around the corner. The 
spacious grounds of Mandalay University’s 
ageing law faculty are sparsely populated. 
But on our visit, along the corridors in one 
wing of the law faculty, a classroom is abuzz 
with student chatter.
Opened in 1925, the liberal arts and sciences 
university is the second oldest in the country 
and the largest university in Upper Myanmar. 
But the law schools in both Yangon and 
Mandalay universities were closed down in 
1996, only reopening in 2013. News reports 
state that Yangon University – long the site of 
student protests against military rule – 
accepted fty undergraduates for the rst time 
in December 2013.
Since then, the law schools have been signing 
numerous MOUs with universities overseas 
committed to variously refurbishing the 
dilapidated buildings in Yangon and 
Mandalay, as well as improving pedagogy 
and curriculum through faculty exchanges.
Unsurprisingly, in this instance, obstacles 
cropped up. The education ministry required 
ofcial signed permission from President Thein 
Sein for every MOU the law school decided to 
sign with a faculty overseas. It’s a move 
designed to encumber the process in 
bureaucratic red tape and has to be handled 
deftly, using language that emphasises the 
benets of educational capacity building.
That language, as ploddingly dull as it is, is 
the only way to ensure that social and 
economic reforms, which began in early 2011 
under Thein Sein’s government, continue apace. 
The faculties have a lot of catching up to do.
MANDALAY LAW SCHOOL
In Mandalay, the classroom facilities are 
rudimentary, but operational. A long carpeted 
podium with a wooden table and a chair 
occupies the front of the classroom. There is a 
laptop on the table, a projector, a screen and 
a large whiteboard. There are about forty 
students in the class and about ten faculty 
members looking over readings and waiting, 
pens eagerly poised over paper. David Smith, 
a practice professor and Mahdev Mohan, an 
assistant professor at the law faculty of 
Singapore Management University, are 
readying slides for the day ahead.
Once the class settled down, we’re introduced 
to Professor Thwin. Petite with smiling eyes 
and short hair tied loosely at the nape of her 
neck. She was a professor of constitutional 
law, who has since gone on to become the 
Head of the Law Faculty. She sits in for the 
sessions and takes notes, though I can just as 
easily imagine her segueing into fascinating 
stories about being a female law professor 
and academic in Myanmar.
The Dean, an environmental law expert, is a 
study in contrast. There’s something sturdy and 
fearless in her gait. When she enters the room 
before class, she has a commanding 
presence. We all stand to shake hands with 
her. Bespectacled, with her hair parted 
slightly off-centre and tied in a tight ponytail, 
she has the face of a seasoned politician – 
polite and formal, revealing very little.
Before class starts in earnest, Mahdev starts 
off with a call-and-response session. “What is 
the difference between a MOU and a contract 
or a joint venture agreement?” Mahdev asks.
“The MOU is not binding!” There are smiles 
and laughs all around the room as the 
students draw back, unused to the 
spontaneous collective response.
Mahdev asks them rhetorically, “So are MOUs 
of national signicance? Does the President 
have the time to look at a faculty-level MOU 
to approve or refuse it?” A wave of laughter 
ripples across the classroom. Again the students 
shake their heads and say “No!” in unison.
In any other law class, the exchange would 
seem like an innocuous precursor to a session 
outlining dry legal concepts to rst year law 
students. But in Myanmar, it’s tricky territory 
and the distinctions are worth remembering.
CHINA & MYANMAR
About 127 miles north of Mandalay in the 
town of Tagaung, the China Nonferrous Metal 
Mining Group’s (CNMC) subsidiary CNMC 
Nickel Co. Ltd. signed a joint venture 
agreement with the state-owned No. 3 Mining 
Enterprise in 2004 with a 20-year service 
period to develop a $800 million nickel mine. 
CNMC owns a 75 per cent stake in the project.
In June last year, the country also opened a 
deep-sea port off its western coast. The 
480-mile pipeline, a joint venture between 
China National Petroleum Corp (CNOC) and 
Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), 
runs from Kyaukphyu district in Arakan state to 
Yunnan province. Independent news 
organisation, The Irrawaddy reported that the 
project is already mired in controversy with 
activists citing both environmental risk and 
inadequate compensation for villagers who 
have been moved off the land.
While both projects are too far to affect 
Mandalay in any signicant way, the city has 
been transmuting gradually in tandem with the 
changes. China’s presence pre-dates the 
“opening up” of Myanmar and for the past 
two decades, infrastructural development has 
been booming – there are roads and railway 
networks; thoroughfares that function. There 
has also been a steadily increasing Chinese 
population from Yunnan, many of whom have 
chosen to settle in Mandalay. Current 
population statistics indicate that close to 40 
per cent of Mandalay’s population at present 
is Yunnanese. Reports say that national 
registration cards for foreigners are available 
on the black market, so arriving and 
integrating is easy. In more ways than one, the 
country is primed for business.
MOUS & ‘TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE’
Governments have also been ready in the 
wings to offer technical assistance. In 2012, 
Singapore and Myanmar signed an MOU 
through which Singapore agreed to provide 
assistance in the areas of trade, law, banking 
and education.
In February 2014, Singapore Management 
University and the National University of 
Singapore signed two Memoranda of 
Understanding on Cooperation in Legal 
Education with the law faculties at Yangon 
and Mandalay universities. The agreement 
includes faculty exchanges, and this trip marks 
the rst three-day intensive teaching stint at 
Mandalay University’s law school. It is a small 
but initial step, with faculty from Mandalay 
and Yangon due to visit Singapore in 2015.
LABOUR STANDARDS
News on both areas dominates the front 
pages of local newspapers. In the June 8th 
edition of The New Light of Myanmar, there is 
a story on “Japan ghetto”, the area in Thilawa 
Special Economic Zone set up by Japan, 
where Burmese residents complain of poor 
housing conditions, unsanitary drinking water 
and no real prospects for fair employment.
The next morning, David picks up The 
Myanmar Times and is greeted with the 
headlines: “Gap Inc brings ‘Made in 
Myanmar’ to US stores.” The news is literally 
fresh off the press for the 9-15th June 2014 
edition of the newspaper. It is the rst major 
US retailer to resume business with the country. 
While the clothing will be made at two 
factories in Yangon, what stands out is that 
Gap won’t be investing directly in Myanmar. 
Instead, 4,000 workers will be sourced from 
two South Korean-owned factories.
With a class syllabus largely devoted to 
business, supply chain issues, corruption and 
problematic labour standards, the news 
couldn’t have come at a more appropriate 
time. David begins the afternoon session by 
outlining the ethical breaches that characterise 
various forms of investment and trade, in 
particular problems related to outsourcing 
and contracting.
He asks them to brainstorm on two questions. 
“Should Gap worry about working conditions 
for Burmese factory workers? What about 
consumers? Should they care about supply 
chain issues when they’re about to buy an 
item of clothing?”
A student sitting in the second row puts her 
hand up. Dressed in an htamein like most of 
her classmates, she has a determined air 
about her. She sits upright and writes 
everything down, explaining concepts in 
whispers to her friend who sits beside her. 
Taking the microphone and standing up, she 
speaks unfalteringly. “Jobs are good for 
Myanmar but Gap should have proper labour 
standards.” It’s too early to say, but I nd 
myself thinking that she has the makings of a 
good litigator.
I also found myself noticing something 
peculiar about the class at the Mandalay law 
faculty. Other than 3 males, the rest of the 
class, including faculty members, are 
dominated by women. 
“Law isn’t seen as a viable career in 
Myanmar. So the guys do business, 
accounting or computer science,” Zin Oo 
explains. But she clearly thinks differently: 
“We need to do a lot more research on 
environmental and investment law in 
Myanmar,” Zin Oo is a promising young 
lecturer who also assists all the professors in 
the faculty. 
LAW LIBRARY
On one of the days, we eat lunch with the 
Dean and Professor Thwin at the law school 
library, which is nothing more than a large 
rectangular room with rows of teak 
bookshelves occupying the length of the far 
wall. The shelves are lined with old case law 
books. A few of the shelves are labeled “Tort 
Law”, “Civil Law” and “Military Law”. The 
military law shelf is conspicuously empty but 
the space for it has nonetheless been retained.
The meal is a sumptuous spread of mostly 
Burmese Indian food – white rice, rasam soup, 
potato and cauliower fry, sh and chicken. 
We recognise most of the dishes because they 
are typically South Indian Tamil. There are 
small cups by each plate, lled intermittently 
with Chinese tea.
“We need books and access to electronic 
resources,” the Dean tells us. It’s self-evident, 
but she gets down to specics. “Students do 
their research here, but they don’t have access 
to a wide range of academic journals or other 
academic resources,” she adds.
Since July 2013, the Electronic Information for 
Libraries (EIFL) has been providing electronic 
resources such as international journals, 
databases and e-books free of charge. But 
books for the library are still in demand and it 
will take time to build anything resembling a 
university law library. Nonetheless, these 
steady improvements in teaching and research 
could not have come at a better time. On the 
nal day, the class splits into “Company A”, 
“Company B” and “Host Country’s 
Government” to understand how to negotiate 
and sign a joint venture agreement.
The group that plays the role of the host 
country’s government outlines a set of 
concerns that sound aspirational: they want a 
joint venture agreement that will respect fair 
wage standards for Myanmar citizens; 
adherence to labour rights; protection of 
natural resources and the environment as well 
as good public health standards for Burmese 
workers living in special economic zones.
During the break, they tell us that they are 
responding to the news they read about 
investment developments in the country.
If the demands they make during 
role play sessions seem like naïve 
idealism, it is tempered by the 
knowledge that practicing law in 
Myanmar and holding businesses 
responsible to environmental or 
human rights standards is still a 
long way off. This is why the 
question, “why does Myanmar need 
foreign investment?” dominates 
class discussions through the 
course of the three days.
On our nal af ternoon in Mandalay, Zin 
Oo takes us on a tour of the city’s 
pagodas and tree - lined streets, ending at 
the moat by the Singapore -owned Sedona 
hotel where we’re staying.
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In the distance, we can see a large red billboard 
with bold white capital letters on the fort wall 
that says, “THE TATMADAW WILL NEVER 
GIVE UP THE NATIONAL CAUSE.” We stand 
there talking about changes in the country.
Just a few weeks before our trip to Mandalay, 
The Myanmar Times reported that Aung San 
Suu Kyi challenged the Tatmadaw (the 
Myanmar Armed Forces) to “prove that they 
don’t like power” during a campaign rally. But 
one wonders whether that demand could just 
as well be directed at the companies signing 
multi-billion dollar contracts with the state.
As we’re leaving for the airport, Zin Oo stands 
in the lobby, a broad smile on her face when 
Mahdev and David tell her they’ll put together 
a zipped le of electronic journal readings on 
investment law for her. “Please send me 
whatever reading materials you think are 
relevant for my PhD,” she repeats.
That PhD will be on investment law and the 
rule of law in Myanmar. At least for Zin Oo 
and her peers, it pays to be equipped to ask 
the right questions as they witness the 
inexorable march of economic development in 
the country. And it is heartening to see that at 
least in Mandalay, women are at the forefront 
in law, eager and ready to catch up and 
rebuild rule of law in their country.
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There is a difference between a debate and an argument. A debate is 
a clash of arguments; an argument is a clash of individuals. In a 
debate, it is possible to disagree without disrespecting because 
debaters are trained to respect both sides of any issue, even if they 
disagreed with the other side personally. In an argument, the 
disagreement stems from (or leads to) disrespect. We need more 
debates, and fewer arguments, in order to progress as a society. This 
epiphany took me many years to realise, and now that I have, it has 
become a consuming passion and driving force.
I started as a student debater in secondary school. I was terrible, and 
lost often. It was only in junior college that I started winning. After 
graduating from university, I came back and helped coach and judge 
young student debaters during my free time. I began to notice that the 
national champions usually came from the few top schools in 
Singapore, and that irked me (even though I was an alumnus). 
DEBATE ISN’T JUST ALL TALK
I believed then that learning to debate was important because it taught 
public speaking, critical thinking, and gave students self-condence. 
When I was elected as the President of the non-prot volunteer-run 
Debate Association (Singapore), I made it our team’s mission to pivot 
and to bring debate to every school in Singapore. A few years later, 
we had brought almost every secondary school in Singapore into the 
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debate community, and we even saw some neighbourhood schools 
defeating top schools. Internationally, our team also did exceedingly 
well. I was thrilled at the progress on all fronts.
I stepped down in 2010 in order to reframe my passion for debating 
from just focusing on students to thinking about the population at large 
(which was beyond the scope of our society). 
I began to think of debate as a critical tool to support 
societal progress: as our population became more 
diverse and views started to differ, we needed a better 
way to discuss the various perspectives and sides for 
important choices. We may not always come to a 
consensus, but the beauty of debate is that it is not an 
argument; we can disagree without disrespect. This 
was an important cultural shift that many 
Singaporeans sought. I thought I could bring my 
passion for debate into the adult world, so I tried to 
popularise debate among the masses through 
television and a book. Then I noticed a new, growing 
problem: comments on the Internet.
NEED FOR A BETTER PLATFORM TO DIALOGUE 
Commenting on the Internet was an absolute horror show. Websites 
like Youtube were a cesspool of hurtful and unproductive comments. 
Respected online journals turned off their commenting sections because 
trolls would poison the atmosphere of their website with their 
comments. Ordinary moderate people grew afraid of leaving their 
thoughts online, lest the trolls attack them too. Facebook created 
echo-chambers: studies showed that users rarely left comments when 
they disagreed with a friend, hence the friend would only receive 
positive “likes” and reinforce a potentially incorrect world view. 
Comment sections on blogs and news websites were unproductive, 
stretching on for hundreds of comments that nobody would read, with 
no useful insight at the end.
I decided that this had to change, and started studying the problem 
more earnestly. In 2013, I took a year off work and attended Harvard 
Kennedy School, where I studied negotiation, public communication, 
governance and democracy, and even game theory, so that I could 
build a better commenting system to promote more respectful, rational, 
and responsible debates.
I launched a prototype for a new commenting tool in mid-2014 to test 
it among my classmates, and it immediately caught the attention of my 
professors (and even tech blogs). My unique patent-pending 
algorithms, peer-based pre-moderation system (which allowed people 
to comment anonymously while still keeping out trolls), and real-time 
comment improvement hints for users had a demonstrable effect on the 
quality of conversations on tough issues. 
BETTER FORUMS FOR THE BETTERMENT OF SOCIETY
In mid-2015, I launched http://www.dialectic.sg publicly for the 
Singapore audience. The website is growing, and has attracted interest 
from policymakers, politicians, and mainstream news agencies. Most 
importantly though, it is attracting readers and commenters who are 
willing to courageously step forward and share their opinion.
With no real budget, only a handful of earnest supporters, and limited 
time, the future of dialectic.sg did not seem hopeful to many. I am often 
asked why I have taken on such a thankless and (possibly) futile task, 
and whether it is worth the time and effort (and money) that I am 
spending on it. There are tough times, when I fear that intelligent 
Singaporeans are too shy or afraid to participate – and I may not be 
able to overcome their hesitation no matter what tool I build. 
I worry that the dialectic.sg will remain a niche product that appeals 
only to the already open-minded, instead of helping to open the minds 
of people who previously only saw one side of an issue or did not 
understand the facts behind it. 
I am not worried that somebody else will build a better tool – in fact, I 
am extremely happy that there are other online initiatives to make the 
Internet more balanced, because my hope is not for my website to do 
well for its own sake, but for our online space to become healthier, 
regardless of who achieves it. That perspective freed me up to be a lot 
more collaborative, open, and trusting. I am not here to win the 
Internet, or to make my riches from this tool. I am here to help, and 
anybody else who shares that perspective is a partner on a difcult 
journey. And that there are already a few who have stepped up to 
help me as volunteers gives me the strength and courage to keep 
pursuing my vision.
I envision dialectic.sg playing a part as an educational tool, for 
teachers who want students to learn how to robustly debate and 
comment on contentious policies online (private password-protected 
debate rooms will be supported soon). I envision dialectic.sg playing a 
part as part of the policymakers’ arsenal of feedback and opinion- 
seeking tools; where my comment analytics help a young civil servant 
understand the arguments for and against their policy (and perhaps 
even highlight a useful policy tweak that they did not consider earlier). 
I envision dialectic.sg transforming Our Singapore Conversation from a 
once-off effort to a regular, sustained, deliberate policy feedback 
process. I believe that this will make us a more balanced society, 
because voters could understand the difculties faced in making policy 
choices, and policymakers could receive useful feedback to improve 
their policies.  Above all, I envision a society where the dialectic.sg’s 
motto can be achieved: better debates for a better Singapore.
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